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Introduction 
 
 
On the 19th of February 1937, the southeast coast of Queensland was battered by an 
unusually severe cyclone. The next morning, from his farm high up on the Lamington Plateau 
eighty kilometres south of Brisbane, Bernard O'Reilly observed that 
 
The atmosphere was cleaned of dust, smoke and haze, and the visibility that morning was 
clearer than I can ever remember it to be. Buildings were clearly visible in Brisbane …1 
 
Eighty years later, from the vantage points on the mountains of southeast Queensland's 
Scenic Rim, the tall buildings of Brisbane's central business district are visible to the naked 
eye on any reasonably clear day. Even though they are eighty or more kilometres distant, 
exceptional meteorological conditions are not required to see them. This is not just because of 
the considerable height of the buildings, but also because there are so many of them. Their 
sheer number creates a clumping effect, and makes them easier for the eye to discern. 
 
Over the last one hundred years, Brisbane has grown from a modest provincial city into a 
skyscraper metropolis. The purpose of the present study is to chart the beginnings of that 
process, as the citizens of Brisbane gradually became aware that skyscrapers were not just 
something to be seen in American movies, but structures which might have a place in their 
own unpretentious town. This was a prospect which excited some and repelled others, but to 
the architects, engineers and town planners of Brisbane it brought new challenges and 
opportunities. 
 
Between 1911 and 1939, at least twenty-three buildings were erected in Brisbane which 
reached a height of seven storeys or more. The highest of them rose only to eleven storeys 
(the maximum which the city authorities would permit), so these were hardly skyscrapers by 
New York standards, but to the residents of Brisbane they were remarkable nonetheless, and 
icons of a modern world which was slowly impinging upon Queensland's remote capital city. 
 
A height of seven storeys is the threshold for inclusion in the sample of buildings being 
examined in this history. This is, no doubt, rather arbitrary, but it seems broadly to 
correspond to contemporary views, as expressed in the news media of the time. Five-storey 
buildings had been erected in Brisbane as early as the 1880s. Six-storey buildings, like the 
Kodak Building at 250-252 Queen Street (Thomas R. Hall, 1913-14, demolished), were 
unusual, but it was at around seven storeys that jaws began to drop. 
 
The first part of this study provides an overview of the early history of tall buildings in 
Brisbane. It highlights particular issues of design and construction with which Brisbane's 
architects had to come to terms. The second part examines in more detail each of the twenty-
                                                 
1 Bernard O'Reilly, Green Mountains (1940; repr., Sydney: Envirobook, 1990), p.12-13. 
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three buildings (some of them now demolished) which were identified as the basis for this 
history. Although the focus is on the period before the Second World War, some reference 
will be made to developments in the two decades after the war, a period which would 
culminate in a rush of high-rise construction which transformed Brisbane forever. 
 
The author is very grateful to the many photographers, living and dead, whose work has been 
reproduced here. The staff of the Fryer Library at the University of Queensland, of the John 
Oxley Library at the State Library of Queensland, and of the Brisbane City Council Archives 
have, as always, provided willing assistance.  
 
Note that when buildings are dated, the year(s) quoted refer to the date of construction. 
 
 
 
Not quite a skyscraper… 
Kodak Building, 250-252 Queen Street (Thomas R. Hall, 1913-14, demolished)
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PART ONE: OVERVIEW 
 
 
History 
 
The skyscraper was an American innovation. It was the product of the explosive growth of 
cities such as Chicago and New York in the late nineteenth century, coupled with two 
essential technological developments, namely the steel girder and the hydraulic elevator. 
Structures such as the Masonic Temple of Chicago (21 storeys, Burnham and Root, 1892, 
demolished) or the St Paul Building in New York (26 storeys, George B. Post, 1898, 
demolished) must have seemed like modern Towers of Babel to their contemporaries. 
 
Buildings of up to twelve storeys were being erected in Melbourne in the boom years of the 
1880s, but in Brisbane land values were not sufficiently elevated to justify construction to 
that height. Nonetheless, a five-storey building for Brisbane's leading newspaper, the 
Brisbane Courier, was erected on the corner of Queen and Edward Streets between 1885 and 
1887 (demolished), to a design of Richard Gailey senior, and Gailey also designed the five-
storey Smellie and Co. warehouse on the corner of Edward and Alice Streets (1888-89). The 
severe economic depression of the 1890s put a check on growth, but by the new century, in 
the newly federated nation, the trend was upwards again. 
 
The first Brisbane building to be frequently described as a "skyscraper" was a hardware 
warehouse for Perry Brothers, designed by Claude W. Chambers and erected on the corner of 
Elizabeth and Albert Streets between 1911 and 1913. It was originally of eight storeys, but a 
ninth was added in 1923. The municipal authorities were still suspicious of modern 
constructional techniques, so this large building is held up by load-bearing brick walls and 
internal storey-posts of timber, 10 inches (254 mm) square.  
 
Chambers and his young partner, Lange L. Powell, were Brisbane pioneers in the design of 
reinforced concrete buildings, but the city council was moving only slowly to embrace and 
approve this new technology. So when Chambers and Powell designed Preston House, an 
eight-storey office building at 371 Queen Street (1914-15, extended and remodelled 1965), 
they used reinforced concrete to create the internal columns and floor-slabs, but combined 
these with weight-bearing brick walls, to which the floor-slabs were attached. 
 
In March 1915 the substantially revised building ordinances of the Brisbane city council were 
gazetted.1 Steel-frame construction and reinforced concrete construction were reluctantly 
approved, but with the proviso that a complete set of drawings were to be deposited with the 
City Surveyor. The greatest hurdle to the construction of tall buildings had thus been 
removed. However the same ordinances introduced a new hurdle, in the form of height 
restrictions, which effectively limited the height of buildings in Queen Street to 122 feet (37 
metres). 
                                                 
1 Queensland Government Gazette, vol.104, no.74 (13 March 1915), p.881-902. 
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The architects of the state government's Works Department incorporated steel and reinforced 
concrete into the design of an eight-storey brick building on the corner of Elizabeth and 
George Streets. This building was intended for the newly established State Savings Bank, but 
once opened it was instead assigned to the State Government Insurance Office. Construction 
began in 1914, but the First World War interrupted the supply of steel, and the project was 
not completed until 1922. 
 
Although we associate the skyscraper with the steel frame, it was quite possible to construct 
the modest skyscrapers of Brisbane in reinforced concrete, and this was the material adopted 
by the Melbourne architects, Henderson Alsop and Martin, for an eight-storey office building 
for the Temperance and General (T & G) Mutual Life Assurance Society. It was erected 
between 1922 and 1924 on the corner of Queen and Albert Streets (demolished).  
 
 
Looking north along Elizabeth Street, September 1925 
The T & G Building (left) and Perry House (right) dominate the view. 
Ascot Chambers, with its topmost floor faced in a different colour, can be  
seen just to the right of the T & G Building. 
 
In Brisbane, public sentiment towards the skyscraper was ambivalent. In 1925, even the trade 
magazine, the Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, was querying the need for 
this type of structure in a city which was still able to expand laterally and so avoid the 
problems of pedestrian and vehicular congestion which were associated with tall buildings.2 
Issues relating to fire prevention, lighting, and ventilation do not seem to have unduly 
concerned the architects, builders and planners at that time, because technological solutions 
                                                 
2 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 October 1925, p.15-18. 
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to these problems were already available, or rapidly developing. The problem which most 
concerned them was the impact of a sudden increase in the number of people working in the 
city centre. Brisbane's narrow streets and clanking trams were ill-equipped to cope with such 
a development. As Brisbane architect R. Martin Wilson put it, "the greater the height of 
buildings, the greater the street congestion."3 
 
Nonetheless there were shrewd businessmen who were convinced that the skyscraper was a 
sound investment, and one of them, Michael Joseph ("Mick") Ryan, was prepared to invest 
his money in a ten-storey office building on the corner of Queen and Edward Streets. Ascot 
Chambers (demolished) was erected between 1924 and 1925, and offered on each floor a 
complete suite of professional chambers designed for a single tenant. It was an attractive (but 
not extravagantly opulent) building and its architects, Hall and Prentice, expressed their 
confidence in the project by leasing one of the floors. 
 
 
A humorous look at Ascot Chambers4 
The country visitor exclaims: "Gosh! Them aeroplanes are dangerous!" 
 
                                                 
3 Telegraph (Brisbane), 29 October 1925, p.3. 
4 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 7 January 1925, p.52. 
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In 1925 the city of Greater Brisbane was created by amalgamating the existing city of 
Brisbane with the surrounding towns and shires. New building ordinances were gazetted in 
1926,5 but their provisions regarding tall buildings were not significantly different from those 
of the 1915 ordinances. By keeping a curb on the upward growth of buildings, the Brisbane 
authorities were trying to prevent the city's streets developing into gloomy, windy tunnels. 
Even if this policy frustrated some architects, it nonetheless simplified their work, because 
there was no need to step-back the upper floors of Brisbane's humble skyscrapers. Local 
architect Arnold Conrad summed up the state of play in 1927: 
 
The modern American skyscraper has been evolved, and with it the old classical proportions 
have been abandoned in favour of a vertical line treatment, and it is interesting to note the 
evolution of the tower-like building into the pyramidal form, in order to safeguard the light 
and ventilation of neighbouring buildings and street thoroughfares. We in Australia will not 
be burdened by these freak buildings, as our municipal ordinances are framed to prevent such, 
to the everlasting satisfaction of our civic planners, and so our city fathers will not have to 
spend sleepless nights dealing with the acute traffic problems at the hours when these huge 
buildings discharge their human freight.6 
 
 
In the giddy years which preceded the great crash of 1929, there was a surge in the 
construction of tall buildings in Brisbane. However the long-standing view of Brisbane as a 
"branch-office city" meant that these buildings were mostly somewhat limited in their 
pretensions, at least when compared with their Sydney and Melbourne counterparts. 
Nonetheless, there was no question that Brisbane was now starting to acquire a skyline. 
 
Typically the tall buildings of the late 1920s were representational buildings for the large 
banking and insurance companies. These included the seven-storey Commonwealth Bank 
Building erected beside the General Post Office at 259 Queen Street (Commonwealth 
Department of Works and Railways, 1927-30, demolished), and immediately next to it the 
eleven-storey Commercial Bank of Australia at 239 Queen Street (A. & K. Henderson, 1929-
30, demolished), and the seven-storey National Bank of Australasia at 180-182 Queen Street 
(A. & K. Henderson, 1928-31). 
 
High-rise apartment buildings had appeared in Sydney around the beginning of the twentieth 
century, but Brisbane had to wait until 1928 for the completion of its first essay in this genre. 
Craigston, at 217 Wickham Terrace, is of eight storeys, designed by Atkinson and Conrad, 
with luxury apartments on each floor and medical suites on the ground level. Although some 
imitators were planned, Craigston remained the only high-rise apartment building in Brisbane 
until well after the Second World War. 
 
The most unusual skyscraper from this period was the seven-storey Central Automatic 
Telephone Exchange at 238 Elizabeth Street (Commonwealth Department of Works and 
                                                 
5 Queensland Government Gazette, vol.127, no.87 (2 October 1926), p.1213-1238. 
6 Telegraph (Brisbane), 28 May 1927, second edition, p.18. 
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Railways, 1926-29, demolished). It was essentially a shell to enclose the equipment which 
would replace the army of female switchboard operators on whom Brisbane's telephone 
network had previously depended. It was designed in a monumental style, intended as the 
first part of a grand new General Post Office, which never eventuated. 
 
The Wall Street stock market crash of October 1929 triggered a worldwide economic 
depression which drastically curtailed building activity in Australia. The skyscrapers which 
were already under construction in Brisbane were completed, but there was a dearth of new 
projects. Nonetheless the Colonial Mutual Life Assurance company boldly pressed ahead 
with the erection of a new building beside the General Post Office at 289 Queen Street 
(Hennessy and Hennessy, 1931). Of a "modern Romanesque" design, it was built to the 
maximum height limit and (if one discounts the City Hall clock tower) it remained Brisbane's 
tallest building until the South Brisbane Auxiliary Hospital (later named the Princess 
Alexandra Hospital) was erected in the early 1950s. 
 
 
Brisbane skyline from Central  Railway Station, November 1931 
The tall buildings (L to R) are: National Mutual Life Assurance and Colonial Mutual Life 
Assurance (side by side), Commonwealth Bank, Commercial Bank of Australia (with the 
narrow Kodak House in front), old Courier Building (with smokestack), Astoria House, and 
steel frame of the State Government Offices. 
 
The Australian Mutual Provident Society carefully reviewed the plans for the nine-storey 
block which they intended to erect on the corner of Queen and Edward Streets. After 
curtailing some of the more extravagant features in the design prepared by Francis R. Hall 
and Harold M. Cook, they decided to proceed with construction, and it was built between 
1931 and 1934. Later renamed MacArthur Chambers, in honour of its war-time tenant, it is 
the most impressive surviving example of Brisbane's pre-war skyscrapers. 
 
The Shell Petroleum Company similarly decided to press ahead with their ambitious building 
programme, despite the grim economic conditions. Building costs were low and the company 
calculated that they would eventually make a good return on the seven-storey Shell House at 
301 Ann Street (Hall and Phillips, 1932-33). It is one of Brisbane's finest surviving Art Deco 
buildings. 
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There were still those who saw the skyscraper as a passing fad. Queensland's first professor 
of architecture, Robert P. Cummings, was only in the early stages of his career when he 
returned to Brisbane from overseas studies late in 1930. He expressed the opinion that "there 
was no big future for sky-scraper building in Australia, as this was merely an evolution 
designed to suit New York's geographical situation."7 
 
The state and federal governments were doing their part to counter the economic downturn, 
by implementing a program of public works, although these schemes were always dependent 
on obtaining approval from the all-powerful Loan Council. The newly established war 
memorial in Anzac Square had been designed on the understanding that both the state and 
federal authorities would erect large, monumental office buildings on either side of the 
square. To ensure harmony in the overall design, the Commonwealth Chief Architect, John S. 
Murdoch, prepared a basic plan for the whole development. The state government erected the 
first two units of its seven-storey complex in 1931-33, on the corner of Adelaide and Edward 
Streets. The Commonwealth government had less pressing needs for office space in Brisbane, 
but eventually erected the first section of its buildings on the other side of the Square, 
fronting Adelaide Street, in 1934-36. 
 
 
An example of successful State and Federal cooperation 
Anzac Square in 1954, showing the Commonwealth Offices (left) and the State Offices (right) 
 
The architectural treatment of Brisbane's pre-war skyscrapers was generally conservative. 
However the new building for the Courier-Mail newspaper, erected at 288-298 Queen Street 
(opposite the General Post Office) between 1935 and 1937 (demolished), was something of 
                                                 
7 Brisbane Courier, 11 December 1930, p.21. 
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an exception. It was designed by the Brisbane firm of Atkinson and Conrad, in association 
with the large Melbourne firm of Stephenson and Meldrum, and adopted the new European 
"Functionalist" style. The modern note was struck again in Brisbane's first "skyscraper store," 
an eight-storey building for Penneys Chain Stores at 210 Queen Street, also designed by 
Atkinson and Conrad (1936-37, demolished). 
 
The 1930s produced two unusual examples of the skyscraper as a residential building. The 
first of these was the Canberra Hotel, a temperance hotel erected on the corner of Ann and 
Edward Streets, to a design by Arnold E. Brooks (demolished). The first seven floors were 
built in 1927-29, but the addition of three more in 1934-35 created an unequivocal 
skyscraper. Meanwhile, on a hill behind the Brisbane General Hospital at Herston, two eight-
storey towers were attached to the rear of the old Lady Lamington Nurses' Home, in 1935-36 
and 1938-39, to provide accommodation for the nurses of the rapidly growing hospital 
complex below on Bowen Bridge Road. Here again Atkinson and Conrad were the architects, 
in conjunction with Lange L. Powell. 
 
When Brisbane's new city architect, Frank G. Costello, was appointed in 1941, he made it 
clear that he did not favour the construction of further skyscrapers, declaring that "Brisbane's 
buildings were high enough … Excessive height increased difficulties of lighting and 
ventilation and produced congestion in streets."8 The question was purely academic, as the 
war had put an end to all non-essential construction. Even with the end of the war in 1945, 
building activity continued to be strictly controlled, and the priorities were houses, schools, 
hospitals and factories. Major construction products were held up for years by a shortage of 
building materials, especially steel. Even when building controls were finally removed in 
August 1952, the supply of materials remained problematic. 
 
After 1952, when it again became possible to plan and erect large office buildings, there was 
a sad lack of expertise in the architectural profession. Max Freeland, who was a young 
Melbourne architect at the time, recalled that "most architects of 1955 had been juniors 
before the war or had entered the profession after it. In either case their experience for the 
previous fifteen years had been restricted to houses and an occasional shop or factory."9  
 
In Brisbane, the pre-war firm of Atkinson and Conrad had evolved into Conrad and Gargett, a 
practice whose corporate memory encompassed the design of tall buildings. They 
collaborated with a Melbourne firm, Bates, Smart and McCutcheon, in the design of 
Brisbane's first post-war skyscraper, the Mutual Life and Citizens (MLC) Assurance 
Building, on the corner of Adelaide and Edward Streets (1954-55). It was built to the 
maximum height of eleven storeys, a restriction unchanged since 1915. A steel-frame 
building, it incorporated innovative lightweight construction methods. 
 
                                                 
8 Courier-Mail, 1 April 1941, p.5. 
9 J.M. Freeland, Architecture in Australia: A History (Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1968), p.298. 
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Brisbane's first post-war skyscraper 
MLC Building, cnr Adelaide & Edward Streets (Bates, Smart and McCutcheon,  
with Conrad and Gargett, 1954-55) 
 
One of Brisbane's historians tells us that: 
 
The central business district, as late as the 1960's, remained an interesting collection of 
Italianate and Colonial architecture stretching back over 80 years. Most buildings were little 
more than 3 or 4 storeys high, and while many were visually appealing and quaint in their 
setting, their functional use had long been out-lived. The era of the air-conditioned 
skyscraper, already beginning in Sydney and Melbourne, would soon arrive in Brisbane.10 
 
The engine of change was a former surveyor with extensive experience in property 
development. His name was Clem Jones, and he became lord mayor of Brisbane in April 
1961. In his policy statement before the election he had lambasted Brisbane's "shockingly 
outmoded" building ordinances,11 and once in power he used the Greater Brisbane Town 
Planning Committee to support requests from architects for exemptions from the height 
                                                 
10 John R. Cole, Shaping a City: Greater Brisbane 1925-1985 (Brisbane: William Brooks, 1984), p.239. 
11 Cole, Shaping a City, p.195. 
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restrictions. A revised version of the building ordinances was confirmed by the Brisbane City 
Council in December 1964, but it was never gazetted. Nonetheless new skyscrapers, far 
exceeding the old height restrictions, began to appear from 1965, and they existed in a legal 
limbo until a complete revision of the council's ordinances was gazetted in 1972.12 
 
 
Brisbane's skyline in 1966 
The City Hall clock-tower (far right) is now being dwarfed by the new skyscrapers (L to R): 
Eagle Towers, 145 Eagle Street (Peddle, Thorp and Walker, 1966) 
Pearl Assurance, 379 Queen Street (Prangley and Crofts, 1965) 
Manufacturers' Mutual Insurance, 344 Queen Street (Thynne, Denham and 
Associates, 1966-67) 
 
In the decades since then, the central business district of Brisbane has been transformed by a 
rush of upwards development, which shows no sign of ending. Among the old buildings to be 
swept away were many of the proud pre-war skyscrapers. By 1989 the Kern Corporation had 
acquired a large area on the southern side of the General Post Office, stretching from Queen 
Street to Elizabeth Street and incorporating no less than four of Brisbane's pre-war tall 
buildings. Here they planned to erect the 65-storey MacArthur Centre, designed jointly by 
Johnson Burgee of New York and Conrad Gargett, and they set about demolishing the 
existing buildings, to considerable public outcry. For this act of vandalism Kern (and their 
backers) were soon punished; late in 1991 the company was put into receivership, owing 
$800 million. 
 
To most residents of the city, its continuing upwards expansion must seem natural and 
desirable. The architectural historian however is likely to take a more jaundiced view of the 
matter. At the end of the Second World War, Brisbane's architecture (whatever its 
                                                 
12 Chapter 18 (Buildings) of the BCC ordinances was published in Queensland Government Gazette, vol.239, 
no.1 (1 January 1972), p.132-80. 
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shortcomings) was the slowly evolved response to a unique set of historical and geographic 
realities. Today, Brisbane is just one more of the world's skyscraper cities, and its new 
skyscrapers are of a type which could be found in almost any city on any continent. 
 
Fire Prevention 
 
In the public mind of the early twentieth century, the greatest drawback of the skyscraper was 
the risk of fire. The newspapers regularly carried terrifying accounts of fires in tall buildings 
in the United States and elsewhere. The response to these concerns by the architects and 
builders could be summed up in an oxymoron, "fireproof construction." They argued that, 
providing the buildings were erected of suitable materials and in an appropriate manner, the 
risk of serious fire could be eliminated. 
 
Those who were required to fight the fires took a different view of the matter. As the 
superintendent of Brisbane's metropolitan fire brigade put it in 1925, "they are called fire-
proof buildings, but they really are what I should call slow-burning buildings."13 He went on 
to point out that the highest ladder at his disposal reached to 72 feet (22 metres), but the 
building ordinances allowed construction up to 132 feet (40 metres). 
 
Those who drafted Brisbane's 1915 building ordinances adopted the term "fire resisting" in 
preference to "fireproof," and used it to specify the types of construction which were 
considered suitable for higher structures. Among the approved materials were steel girders 
encased in concrete or other incombustible material, reinforced concrete floors not less than 
four inches (102 mm) thick, and terra cotta roofs. Lifts and staircases enclosed in reinforced 
concrete not less than four inches (102 mm) thick were also considered fire resisting. 
 
The 1915 ordinances also specified that every building over three storeys in height should 
have an external fire-escape. Brisbane's first skyscraper, Perry House, was internally of 
wooden beam construction and was supplied with external fire stairs, on the side closest to 
Charlotte Street. As the Perry Brothers firm owned a large yard on that side of the building, 
this did not present any great problems. When Preston House was being designed (just before 
the introduction of the 1915 ordinances), the architects adopted modern "fireproof" 
principles, with steel doors to the offices.  
 
External fire escapes were ugly, and not practicable where there was no laneway at the rear or 
side of the building. The city authorities came to accept this fact, and the 1926 building 
ordinances simply specified that all buildings (except private dwellings) of more than one 
storey "shall be furnished with sufficient doors and other proper and sufficient facilities for 
escape therefrom in case of fire, to the satisfaction of the City Architect." 
 
One of the standard elements in "fireproof construction" was a water tank on the roof of the 
building, connected to an internal sprinkler system. As Brisbane's fire superintendent 
                                                 
13 Daily Mail (Brisbane), 9 March 1925, p.6. 
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explained in 1925, "in 10-story buildings there is only one thing that will save life, and that is 
the sprinkler. But with the installation of sprinklers it remains for the architects to provide 
adequate means of escape from each floor for the water, so as not to flood the other floors, or 
the basement."14 An addendum issued soon after the gazetting of the 1926 building 
ordinances specified that all buildings (except private residences) exceeding three-quarters of 
the maximum allowed height must have automatic sprinklers or a thermostatic alarm 
connected to the Fire Brigade station. 
 
Height Restrictions 
 
In 1912 the Woolworth Building, designed by Cass Gilbert, was opened in New York. It rose 
to 57 storeys, at a height of 792 feet (241 metres). In the same year, Culwulla Chambers, 
designed by Spain, Cosh and Minnett for the corner of Castlereagh and King Streets in 
Sydney, was opened to considerable controversy because of its height, even though it 
contained only a modest twelve storeys and rose to a mere 170 feet (52 metres). Clearly 
Australians did not have the same tolerance for tall buildings as Americans. Perhaps this was 
because Australians regarded sunlight and fresh air as their birthright, or perhaps it was 
because they were concerned by the risks of fire and lift accidents. Whatever the reason, the 
New South Wales Parliament promptly passed legislation limiting the height of buildings to 
150 feet (46 metres), and this law would remain in force until 1955. 
 
As we have seen, the Brisbane City Council introduced restrictions on building height in 
1915. In theory the maximum height for a "fireproof" building was 132 feet (40 metres), but 
in practice buildings in Queen Street were restricted to 122 feet (37 metres) because of the 
narrowness of Brisbane's main thoroughfare. A building of 132 feet would have been 25 feet 
(8 metres) higher than the recently erected Perry House, and an officer of the city council was 
reported as saying that "any man who wants to go 25 feet higher than Perry Brothers' present 
building is a glutton. He would scarcely be satisfied if he could look from a top floor window 
through the gates of heaven."15 
 
Brisbane's height restriction remained unchanged in the revised building ordinances of 1926. 
In Sydney, businessmen and architects regularly agitated for the removal of that state's height 
restrictions, but there were few such demands in Brisbane. It seems that buildings above 
eleven storeys were not considered a viable business proposition in the northern capital. 
Added to that were the general concerns about fire safety, access to light and air, and urban 
congestion. 
 
After the Second World War there was an acute shortage of office space in all Australian 
cities. The favourable economic climate of the 1950s encouraged the construction of taller 
buildings, but as already noted, Brisbane had to wait until 1961 before it became possible to 
                                                 
14 Daily Mail (Brisbane), 9 March 1925, p.6. 
15 Daily Standard (Brisbane), 17 April 1914, p.4. 
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obtain permission to erect buildings over 132 feet. The 1915 height limit was finally 
abolished by the city's revised building ordinances in 1972. 
 
Construction 
 
Most of Brisbane's early skyscrapers were built using either a steel frame or reinforced 
concrete. Reinforced concrete (with its embedded steel rods) was a bulkier material, and the 
higher the building, the bulkier the reinforced concrete columns became. This resulted in a 
loss of floor space, so taller buildings were more likely to be built with a structural steel 
frame. However reinforced concrete was the preferred material for creating the floor slabs. 
 
The first Australian steel-frame building was probably the Commonwealth Bank at 120 Pitt 
Street, Sydney, built in 1916. Ascot Chambers, erected in 1924-25, was Brisbane's first steel-
frame building. A photograph of the building under construction in early 1925 (below) shows 
that the steel framework of all ten floors was by then complete. At the lower four levels, the 
brick curtain walls were already in place. At the fifth level, the steel stanchions had been 
encased in concrete. At the sixth and seventh levels, the wooden formwork was ready to be 
filled with concrete. This, in a nutshell, was steel-frame construction. Observers were amazed 
at how quickly the building was erected, because while the supporting frame was still being 
constructed, work had already begun on the construction of the floors and curtain walls at the 
lower levels. 
 
A 1937 article by an Australian structural engineer, R.E. McMillan, explains the benefits of 
steel-frame construction: 
 
The main advantages of steel frame construction are that columns can be kept to a reasonably 
small size, so saving space, which means rental value, as well as giving a structural support 
more pleasing to the architectural and public eye, and the framework can be built up ahead of 
the concreting, so increasing the available area of working on the site and isolating the 
different trades, enabling speedier construction than with the ordinary method used on 
reinforced concrete buildings.16 
 
The complex calculations of stresses and tensions, which were required for the erection of tall 
buildings, were beyond the competence of the average architect. The structural engineer now 
become the architect's essential partner in the planning and supervision of these large 
projects. 
 
                                                 
16 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, January 1937, p.10. 
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Steel frame construction 
Ascot Chambers, 1925 
 
 
 
Reinforced concrete construction 
Courier-Mail Building, 1936 
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Illumination 
 
Natural sunlight was the main source of daytime indoor illumination in Australian 
workplaces until after the Second World War. Electric lighting was still considered 
something of a luxury, even in the 1930s. As a result, the architects who designed Brisbane's 
early tall buildings had to adopt a range of strategies to bring as much natural light as 
possible inside those buildings. 
 
These strategies are well demonstrated by the plan (below) of the fourth floor of the National 
Bank of Australasia, Queen Street (1928-31), designed by the Melbourne architects, A. & K. 
Henderson.  
 
 
National Bank of Australasia, Queen Street: Fourth floor plan 
(A & K Henderson, 1928-31) 
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To bring daylight into the offices, two light courts were provided on each side of this deep, 
narrow building, and a further light court was inserted at the rear. The offices in the prime 
location at the front of the building were of course lit by the large windows of the front 
elevation. A careful study of the plan will show how the inside corners of the light courts 
were indented to bring light into the offices flanking the central corridor. Artificial lighting 
would have been required for the corridors. 
 
As fire-resistance was a high priority in the design of these buildings, the window fittings 
were almost invariably of metal. 
 
Of course light courts represented a considerable loss of floor space, and this is a measure of 
the value which was placed upon natural lighting. As buildings became taller, light wells 
became deeper, and this limited the amount of light which could reach the rooms on the 
lower floors. At the ground level, it was common to roof the ground floor at the base of the 
light well with some transparent material, so creating a top-lit area on the ground floor which 
was available as useable space. The ground floor, being the most easily accessible level, was 
also the most valuable, and often used for retailing or customer service. 
 
However by the 1930s it was becoming increasingly obvious that there were better ways of 
illuminating tall buildings. In 1931 Sydney architect, Albert E. Barnard, returning home from 
five years of study abroad, reported that in the United States skyscrapers relied on artificial 
lighting, which was found to be "cheaper than sunlight in a great many instances."17 A 1938 
newspaper article on modern architecture in Brisbane maintained that "in some of the modern 
buildings where the architects have courageously dispensed with light and air shafts to serve 
the interior, the workers are better off toiling beneath scientifically-planned artificial light."18 
 
Ventilation 
 
The light wells referred to above also served to bring fresh air into the buildings, but here 
again the deeper the well, the less effective that it was. On the other hand, overheating 
resulting from sun penetration was not a problem at the lower levels of a light well. However 
there were no breezes in light wells, and in Brisbane's humid climate moving air was 
essential to provide relief on hot days. Unfortunately any form of mechanical ventilation 
required the use of electricity, and was therefore considered rather extravagant.  
 
This was the period which saw the first significant developments in the use of artificial 
ventilation in Australia. The first installation of air-conditioning in a public building in 
Brisbane was apparently at the Regent Theatre, Queen Street in 1929.19 The architects for the 
                                                 
17 Evening News (Rockhampton), 4 September 1931, p.4. 
18 Courier-Mail, 9 August 1938, p.4. 
19 Brisbane Courier, 25 July 1929, p.8. 
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nine-storey Australian Mutual Provident Society building had proposed an air-conditioning 
plant, but in 1930 cheese-paring executives deleted it from the design.  
 
When the third unit of the seven-storey State Government Building was erected beside Anzac 
Square in 1934-36, for the use of the Railways Department, it was fully air-conditioned, 
provoking the envy of the public servants who worked in the units which had been erected a 
few years earlier with a system of mechanical ventilation based on large fans and ducts. 
There was some public concern about the health effects of air-conditioning, and when the air-
conditioned Courier-Mail building was opened in 1937, it was thought necessary to reassure 
the public that "it should not be assumed that it means any diminution in the quantity of fresh, 
'natural' air available."20 Despite these reservations, the air-conditioning plant of the eight-
storey Penney's Building (1936-37) made the store a magnet for shoppers in summer. 
 
 
Central fan of the air-conditioning system of the Courier-Mail Building (1936) 
 
Although air-conditioning would remain a novelty in Brisbane until the 1950s, there were 
those who could see its potential. An article in the Courier-Mail in 1938 argued that "in 
summer, though remote from natural ventilation, [office workers] are more comfortable in 
conditioned air than they would be with access to open air."21 
 
In designing tall buildings for residential purposes, the problem of ventilation was more 
acute, because sleeping was notoriously difficult on hot, humid nights in Brisbane. When 
Atkinson and Conrad were designing the eight-storey apartment block, Craigston (1927-28), 
                                                 
20 Courier-Mail, 4 May 1937, supplement p.4. 
21 Courier-Mail, 9 August 1938, p.4. 
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they took the traditional Brisbane approach to this problem. As the building occupied an 
elevated position on Wickham Terrace, and as most of the floors were occupied by one 
apartment only, it was possible to catch the cooling breezes from any direction. Large 
balconies were placed in three corners of each floor and all of the bedrooms opened onto one 
of these balconies; the master bedroom even had an alcove with windows on three sides. On 
very hot nights, the balconies could be used for sleeping out. 
 
However the constraints were much greater when the same architects were designing the two 
eight-storey blocks of nurses' quarters for the Brisbane General Hospital (1935-36 and 1938-
39). The individual cubicles each had access to a balcony, but only some of these would 
benefit from the prevailing breezes on a hot night. The solution adopted was to leave a gap of 
almost five feet (about 1.5 metres) between the top of the partitions and the ceiling, and to 
use fans to drive air through this space. 
 
Lifts 
 
From the 1890s, both Sydney and Melbourne had high-pressure water mains laid through the 
main streets of the city centre. These were used to drive the hydraulic lifts in the tall buildings 
which were then being erected in substantial numbers. No such infrastructure existed in 
Brisbane, but by the early decades of the twentieth century electric lifts were increasingly 
coming into use, and the Otis company established its first Australian factory in Sydney in 
1923. 
 
The performance of the electric lift improved rapidly in the years before the Second World 
War. When the National Bank of Australasia in Queen Street was opened in 1931, it could 
boast three electric lifts travelling at 350 feet (107 metres) per minute. When the eleven-
storey Colonial Mutual Life Assurance building was opened in the same year, it had a 
separate express lift to serve the upper five levels, and this lift could reach a speed of 600 feet 
(183 metres) per minute. Typically these lifts were operated by attendants, but the Australian 
Mutual Provident Building, which was opened in 1934, boasted lifts which could be operated 
automatically if the driver was absent. 
 
As the lift was one of the first elements of the building which a visitor experienced, it was a 
feature on which the architect often lavished particular attention. The Art Deco lifts of Shell 
House (1932-33) are still substantially intact. Internally they were finished in Queensland 
maple, and the coloured glass doors are elaborately patterned. 
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Lifts at Shell House 
(Hall and Phillips, 1932-33) 
 
For the lower levels of tall buildings there was an alternative to the lift: the escalator. 
Brisbane's first escalators were installed in the Penneys Building in 1936. Designed to move 
up to 4,000 people an hour, they were found to be "rather an exhilarating experience."22 
 
Façade 
 
The architectural treatment of the façades of Brisbane's early skyscrapers exhibited 
considerable variety, but always followed well established precedents from interstate and 
overseas. Architectural experimentation was not common in Brisbane, and certainly not when 
dealing with buildings of this size and cost. 
 
The three buildings designed before the First World War all show some evidence of the 
Edwardian Baroque style then popular in Britain. The exuberant voussoirs of the parapet of 
Perry House, the doorways of Preston House (with their Gibbs surrounds, swan-necked 
pediments and floral swags) and the only slightly less exuberant doorways of the State 
Savings Bank; all of these are typical of the Edwardian Baroque.  
 
                                                 
22 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 November 1936, city final edition, p.21. 
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Baroque detailing of State Savings Bank 
(George G. Hutton, 1914-22) 
 
After the First World War, the style which we now call the "Commercial Palazzo" became 
popular. It was based on the domestic architecture of the Italian Renaissance and used a fairly 
simple wall treatment with a more pronounced base and a distinct cornice. Some balconies 
and balustrades were usually added to provide extra interest. Ascot Chambers was a plain, but 
successful, exercise in this style, and the T & G Building a more elaborate example. The 
Canberra Hotel and the Commercial Bank of Australia were also in this style. 
 
 
The Commercial Palazzo style 
Ascot Chambers (Hall and Prentice, 1924-25, demolished) 
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However there were clients who still hankered for something more traditionally classical, but 
recreating a Roman temple in Brisbane was not a realistic proposition. The architect had to 
find a way to incorporate classical details economically into a façade which would look 
suitably impressive. Such buildings are usually described now as "Free Classical," and there 
are some fine examples among Brisbane's early skyscrapers. The National Bank of 
Australasia in Queen Street, with its tall Tuscan columns flanking the three panelled bronze 
doors, struck the right note. The Australian Mutual Provident Society building had even 
greater pretensions, with a red granite Tuscan portico to Queen Street, and Corinthian 
colonnades spanning the two top floors of both elevations. More modest examples of the Free 
Classical style were the National Mutual Life Assurance building and the Orient Steam 
Navigation Company building. 
 
 
The Free Classical Style 
Queen Street portico of the AMP Building (Hall and Cook, 1931-34) 
 
Modernism was only slowly making itself felt in Australia, but there were architects who 
were interested in finding a simpler version of the classical style, more in tune with the mood 
of the times. They retained the massing and symmetry of the classical model, but removed 
most of the fussy detail and produced a "Stripped Classical" style. This was much favoured 
by John Smith Murdoch, the first chief architect of the Commonwealth of Australia, so it is 
not surprising that we can find examples of it in the skyscrapers which his department 
designed for Brisbane in the 1920s, such as the Central Automatic Telephone Exchange in 
Elizabeth Street and the Commonwealth Bank in Queen Street. However the outstanding 
Brisbane example of the Stripped Classical can be found in the two buildings which Murdoch 
designed to flank the new Anzac Square war memorial, one block as State Government 
offices and the other as Commonwealth Government offices. Described at the time as "by no 
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means ornate,"23 with their simple lines, deep (imitation) rustication and restrained ornament 
they typify the style. 
 
 
The Stripped Classical style 
1923 plan for the Adelaide Street elevation of the Commonwealth Offices (J.S. Murdoch) 
 
Other popular styles of the inter-war years found their adherents among Brisbane's early 
skyscrapers. The firm of Atkinson and Conrad had a penchant for the Mediterranean styles, 
which were generally considered suitable for Brisbane's sub-tropical climate, and they 
designed the Craigston apartments and the Nurses' Quarters at the Brisbane General Hospital 
in this idiom. 
 
Art deco? Mediterranean? Romanesque Revival? 
Colonial Mutual Life Assurance Building (Hennessy and Hennessy, 1931) 
                                                 
23 Brisbane Courier, 29 July 1933, p.18. 
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The Art Deco craze of the 1930s is represented by Shell House and the Penneys Building. 
The Colonial Mutual Life Assurance building is often described as Art Deco, although it 
clearly exhibits other influences as well. 
 
Modernism finally reached Brisbane shortly before the outbreak of the Second World War. 
The Courier-Mail building in Queen Street, designed by Atkinson and Conrad in conjunction 
with the Melbourne firm of Stephenson and Meldrum, was described as "the first prominent 
example in Brisbane of the modern conception of architecture where form follows function 
without any attempt to clothe it in meaningless ornament."24 In other words, it was an 
example of the style which we now call "Functionalist." With its numerous windows and 
strongly defined horizontal and vertical lines, it seemed either futuristic or just plain ugly to 
the citizens of Brisbane. 
 
 
The Functionalist style 
Courier Mail Building (Atkinson and Conrad, with Stephenson and Meldrum, 1935-37, demolished) 
 
                                                 
24 Courier-Mail, 4 May 1937, supplement p.4. 
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PART TWO: THE BUILDINGS 
 
 
Original Name:  Warehouse for Perry Brothers (Perry House) 
Years Constructed: 1911-13 
Location: 167 Albert Street (cnr Elizabeth Street), Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Chambers and Powell 
Builder: Thomas Keenan 
Number of floors: 8 (9th added in 1923, designed by Powell and Hutton, built by Alex 
Anderson) 
Literature:  
The Week (Brisbane), 18 April 1913, p.17, 25. 
Brisbane Courier, 23 May 1913, p.4. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 7 May 1923, p.27. 
Marie A. Holland, "Perry Brothers: More than a Household Name," Royal Historical 
Society of Queensland Journal, vol.17, no.9 (February 2001), p.385-405. 
Janet Edwards, "The Perry Family, Brisbane: Their Business and Homes," 
Queensland History Journal, vol.22, no.4 (February 2014), p.349-56. 
1910 plan in Lund Hutton Ryan Morton collection, University of Queensland Fryer 
Library, UQFL211, job no.301 (one sheet with floor plans of 4th to 6th 
floors). 
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It is probably appropriate that Brisbane's first "skyscraper" was not an office building, but a 
warehouse for a hardware business. (The term "warehouse" was used at that time to describe 
a building where goods were displayed for sale.) William and George Perry founded an 
ironmongering business in Queen Street in 1860, which developed into a large enterprise, 
with premises in both Queen Street and Boundary Street, Fortitude Valley. In 1910 the firm 
decided to erect a large new building on land which they had acquired at the corner of 
Elizabeth and Albert Streets. This building was intended for the wholesale trade, and so 
would complement, but not replace, their Queen Street store. The site was on reclaimed 
swampland which was not then a prestigious location, but its situation between the wharves 
and the retail hub of Queen Street promised well for the future. 
 
The architect for the building was Claude William Chambers, one of Brisbane's most 
successful architects. He had built up a large practice in commercial architecture, but many of 
the fine buildings which he designed for Brisbane's central business district have since been 
demolished. Surviving examples of his work can be seen in the Commercial Travellers' 
Association building at 283 Elizabeth Street (1906-7) and the Finney Isles building at 196 
Queen Street (1908-10). In October 1910 (after the contract for construction of the Perry 
Brothers building had already been let), Chambers established a partnership with Lange 
Leopold Powell, a former employee who had just returned from two years of work and travel 
overseas. Powell clearly can have played no part in the design of the building, but he was 
probably involved in supervising its construction. 
 
 
 
27 
 
The design of Perry House belongs to a style which we now call "Federation Warehouse." As 
a hardware warehouse for the wholesale trade, it was a functional rather than a 
representational building, but there was some attempt at ornamentation, especially at the 
ground level, where the brickwork of the two lowest floors was rendered with cement, and 
rusticated to create the illusion of stonework. The two doorways, on either side of the corner, 
were certainly not ostentatious. The six upper floors are in face brick, erected as piers with 
large window openings between the piers, to bring as much natural light as possible into the 
interior, although electric lighting was also available. At the parapet level, which towered 
over central Brisbane, Chambers gave himself more licence and used cement dressings to 
create imitation voussoirs and enlarged keystones. The contrast between the red of the bricks 
and the white-painted cement created the effect now described as "blood and bandages." The 
imitation enlarged keystones can also be seen at the lower levels, and provide a hint of the 
Edwardian Baroque style. 
 
 
 
Because of the swampy terrain, piles were driven to a depth of 72 feet (22 metres) to support 
the stone base-course. The load-bearing brick walls were complemented by an internal timber 
frame, which was rare in such a tall building. However some Australian hardwoods are very 
strong and have a high degree of fire-resistance, and the 10 inch (254 mm) square storey-
posts which stand one atop the other, secured with steel yokes, still hold the building up, 
more than a century later. They were connected by massive timber floor joists to the brick 
piers of the external wall, which were almost a metre thick in places. Perry Brothers owned 
the adjacent block in Albert Street, which served as a courtyard for the warehouse. There 
were two attached lift-wells for goods on this side of the building, and the external fire 
escapes descended to the courtyard. A large tank on the roof stored water for the automatic 
fire sprinkler system. A steel gantry, the largest ever seen in Brisbane, was erected to 
construct the building. 
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The corner entrances gave access to a vestibule with a passenger lift. The lowest floor was 
slightly below pavement level and this semi-basement was the packing floor, with vehicular 
access from the courtyard in Albert Street. The next floor was the main reception area, 
accommodating the sales managers and show cases. The firm's offices were on the fourth 
level, with silky oak fittings. Both the second and fourth levels were finished to a higher 
standard, with art metal ceilings. All the other floors were devoted to the storage and display 
of goods. On the asphalted roof was a staff dining room. 
 
In 1923 Lange Powell (by then in partnership with George Gerald Hutton) added an 
additional (ninth) storey and refurbished the semi-basement to create a showroom of builders' 
requirements. The added storey preserved the essential elements of Chambers' parapet. From 
about that time Perry Brothers began to convert some of the internal areas into office spaces 
for lease, reflecting the increasing gentrification of the area. The building was used by the 
military during the Second World War, and Perry Brothers sold it in 1947. 
 
In 1963 Brisbane architect Peter Heathwood supervised major renovations of the building, 
inserting a shopping arcade at the ground level. In 1996, after a further renovation, Perry 
House reopened as the Royal Albert Apartments. Brisbane heritage researcher Helen Bennett 
subsequently criticised this development, claiming that the building's "history had been 
forgotten in a marketing drive to promote false but appealing lifestyles."1 
 
 
                                                 
1 Courier-Mail, 2 June 2000, p.6. 
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Original Name: Preston House 
Years Constructed: 1914-15 
Location: 371 Queen Street (cnr Eagle Lane), Brisbane 
Status: Standing; completely remodelled, with addition of two storeys, in 1965-66 
Architect: Chambers and Powell 
Builder: Thomas Keenan 
Number of Floors: 8 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 23 November 1914, second edition, p.8. 
The Salon (Sydney), September 1916, p.27-31. 
Building (Sydney), 12 April 1918, p.52-54. 
Some fragmentary early plans survive in the Lund Hutton Ryan Morton Collection, 
University of Queensland Fryer Library, UQFL211 job no.12A. 
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It was large office buildings which had driven the development of the skyscraper in the 
United States, but Brisbane was a "branch-office city" and the business community showed 
little enthusiasm for investing in expensive office developments in the northern capital. It was 
a Sydney businessman, Herbert James Preston, who stumped up the funds to erect Brisbane's 
first high-rise office block. The site chosen was at the northern end of Queen Street, close to 
the busy commercial precinct of Eagle Street. A block on the corner of Eagle Lane was 
purchased from the sharebrokers Corrie & Co., and Preston declared his intention of erecting 
there "a really up-to-date building."1 
 
Not surprisingly, he chose the architects of Brisbane's only other skyscraper, Perry House 
(see above), to design his new eight-storey project. There was later an unseemly spat between 
Chambers and Powell as to the authorship of the design,2 which had a rather top-heavy look, 
with its awkward cornice and parapet. Like Perry House, it was built economically, mostly in 
face brick, but with elaborate cement facings at the lower levels. The treatment of the doors 
was particularly lavish, with blocked columns (in the configuration normally called a "Gibbs 
surround"), swan-neck pediments and floral swags, all suggesting the lingering influence of 
the Edwardian Baroque. At the upper levels there was a range of applied decoration, 
including balconettes (a favourite motif of Lange Powell) and imitation quoins. The cornice 
extended a full metre from the wall. 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Brisbane Courier, 1 December 1909, p.5. 
2 Chambers later claimed full responsibility for this building, see Telegraph (Brisbane), 3 April 1928, p.10. 
However Powell disputed this, see Brisbane Courier, 4 April 1928, p.3. 
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A few years later, Chambers and Powell would design the first Queensland building to be 
erected solely in reinforced concrete, a one-storey bulk store which still stands at 225 St 
Paul's Terrace, Fortitude Valley. With Preston House, they were experimenting in this new 
constructional technique, which was still regarded with suspicion by the Brisbane municipal 
authorities. The construction of Preston House was innovative, making use of reinforced 
concrete to create the internal columns and floor-slabs, but combining these with weight-
bearing brick walls, to which the floor beams were attached. A Sydney engineer prepared the 
plans for the reinforcements. 
 
With frontages to Queen Street and Eagle Lane on three sides, the building contained offices 
which were well lit and ventilated. The double lift-well was centrally placed, and the stairwell 
was beside the blank wall. The central vestibule on each floor was finished in marble and 
terrazzo, and was furnished with a mailing chute connected to a public post box on the 
ground floor. The building was praised for its "fireproof" character, with most of the structure 
built of reinforced concrete or brick. There were no fire-doors to the stairwell; instead, each 
of the office doors opening onto the central vestibule of each floor was of a grained and 
enamelled steel. The window frames were also of steel. 
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In 1928 the building was sold to the Equitable Life Assurance Company and became known 
as the Equitable Life Building. In 1949 it was sold to the Queensland Insurance Company and 
became the Queensland Insurance Building. 
 
 
 
In 1964 the architectural firm of Hennessy and Hennessy were commissioned by Queensland 
Insurance to modernise the building and add two extra floors. This would take the height to 
150 feet (46 metres), which was well above the maximum height permitted by the Brisbane 
building ordinances. The manager of the city council's Department of Planning and Building 
supported the proposal, on the grounds that "the proposed new appearance of the remodelled 
building will be an improvement to the townscape," but added a proviso that the architects 
should insert a colonnade along the frontage.3 The architects protested that "the proposed 
colonnading would be a most difficult and costly problem,"4 but the Council remained 
adamant. This large-scale refurbishment (completed in 1966) swept away all the fine detail of 
the original façade, replacing it with a plain, modern exterior. The contentious colonnade was 
enclosed in a subsequent refurbishment. Today nobody passing or entering this nondescript 
building would realise that it is more than a century old. 
 
                                                 
3 Brisbane City Council minutes, 1964/65, p.503 (BCC Archives). 
4 Brisbane City Council minutes, 1964/65, p.893 (BCC Archives). 
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The new and the remodelled 
1966 photograph showing the remodelled Queensland Insurance Building (formerly 
Preston House) on right, beside one of the new skyscrapers, the Pearl Assurance Building 
(Prangley and Crofts, 1965) 
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Original Name: State Savings Bank 
Years Constructed: 1914-22 
Location: 171 George Street (cnr Elizabeth Street), Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: George Gerald Hutton. 
Builder: James Mason & Sons 
Number of Floors: 8 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 6 November 1914, p.3. 
The Week (Brisbane), 18 February 1921, p.24. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 7 August 1922, p.7-8. 
Plans in Queensland State Archives, series 1162, item ID 588299-588340, etc. 
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If the business community was reluctant to provide capital to erect tall buildings in Brisbane, 
the only other source of funding on such a large scale was the State Government. The ridge of 
higher ground above the Brisbane River which roughly follows the line of William Street was 
the site of many of Brisbane's earliest government buildings, and it remained the main 
government precinct until the end of the twentieth century. Development of the attractive 
square now known as Queen's Gardens commenced in 1905, although it would not reach its 
current extent until 1963. The impressive Land Administration Building which stands on the 
eastern side of the square was built from 1899 to 1905, to an Edwardian Baroque design of 
the government architect, Thomas Pye.  
 
The State Government then turned its attention to the corner of George and Elizabeth Street, 
on the northern side of the present square. There were obvious arguments for building a 
further office building here, to match the Land Administration Building. The original plan 
was very ambitious, with a ten-storey building envisaged, but the government acquired extra 
land and the height was reduced to eight storeys. The plans were prepared within the Works 
Department, and the design is attributed by authoritative early sources to George Gerald 
Hutton, who was assistant government architect from 1913 to 1922.1 
 
The design deliberately echoed the Edwardian Baroque of the Land Administration Building, 
with fairly florid treatments of the highest and lowest storeys, and a plainer design for the 
central four levels. The George Street elevation was given priority, with a central bay 
enhanced by sculptural work at the two lower levels (executed by Sydney sculptor, William 
Priestly Macintosh) and topped by a broken pediment. The ground-floor windows feature 
Gibbs surrounds. The entrances, at each side of each elevation, are surprisingly modest, but 
nicely highlighted by the oeil de boeuf windows above them. The walls are faced in Helidon 
freestone, on a base course of grey granite. Banded rustication was used selectively to 
highlight certain sections of the façade. 
 
Corner entrance from Elizabeth Street (details) 
                                                 
1 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 7 August 1922, p.7-8; J.V.D. Coutts, "Early Queensland 
Architects" (1952), typescript in University of Queensland Fryer Library, F2001, p.10. 
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Steel and reinforced concrete were used in the construction, although this was not a steel-
framed building. During the First World War there were considerable problems in the supply 
of steel, which delayed the work. At the time of construction there was a laneway at the side 
of the building, off George Street, and a large light court was inserted on that side. The fire 
escape was set into one corner of the light court, with gangways connecting it to the rooms on 
the other side of the court. 
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This building was originally intended to accommodate the State Savings Bank, but in 1920 
the Queensland Government transferred the assets of the State Savings Bank to the 
Commonwealth Bank. The new building was redesigned to accommodate, as its chief tenant, 
the Government Insurance Office, which had been established in 1916 to fierce opposition 
from the insurance companies. The impressive banking chamber on the ground floor was well 
suited to the needs of the Insurance Office, and it was entered from the entrances on the 
corner of George and Elizabeth Streets, via a mosaic-tiled vestibule. The side entrances in 
George and Elizabeth Streets led to vestibules finished in marble and terrazzo, from which 
the electric lifts were accessed. All the joinery was made of Queensland timbers. 
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In 1925 the government erected its first radio station on the roof of the Government Insurance 
Building. Station 4QG was taken over by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation in 1932, 
and in 1938 moved to the top floor of the Penneys Building (see below).  
 
In 1931 the Government Insurance Office moved to the newly completed State Government 
Building at Anzac Square (see below), and was replaced by the Land and Income Tax 
Department as chief tenant. As a result, the building was renamed the Taxation Building and 
retained that name until 1962, even though the collection of income tax had been transferred 
to the Commonwealth government in the interim. Further name changes followed, as 
different government departments occupied the building.  
 
In 1997, then known as the Family Services Building, it was sold to Ross Nielson Properties, 
who refurbished it as premium office space. When Nielson sold it again in 2002, he conceded 
that the price which he had paid for it had been "a steal."2 In 2015 Toga Far East Hotels 
purchased the heritage-listed building and received approval to redevelop it as a luxury hotel, 
with five additional storeys (set back five metres from the existing parapet) and internal 
alterations. 
 
 
George Street elevation 
 
                                                 
2 Courier-Mail, 3 May 2002, p.37. 
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Original Name: Temperance and General Mutual Life Assurance Society Building (T & G 
Building) 
Years Constructed: 1922-24 
Location: 135 Queen Street (cnr Albert Street), Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 1967 
Architect: A. & K. Henderson, Alsop and Martin, Melbourne. 
Builder: McLeod Brothers, Sydney. 
Number of Floors: 8 plus basement (9th added in 1936, designed by A. & K. Henderson, 
supervised by Lange L. Powell, built by George Turner). 
Literature: 
Daily Mail (Brisbane), 10 March 1922, p.5. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 7 October 1922, p.7-8 and 
frontispiece. 
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By the early 1920s Queensland was entering an economic boom which would see the 
construction of a number of Brisbane skyscrapers. Insurance companies were among the 
main sponsors of this construction surge, and the first to make its presence felt was the 
Temperance and General Mutual Life Assurance Society, generally known as the T & G. The 
firm had been formed in Victoria in 1876 and had been active in Queensland since the late 
nineteenth century.  
 
James Tuson Thompson was general manager of the T & G from 1917 until his death in 
1954. His biographer tells us that 
 
In the 1920s Thompson had embarked on a building programme that left a striking physical 
legacy. Distinctive T. & G. buildings were erected in major Australasian cities. All were 
constructed in a neo-Renaissance style and were part of his deliberate strategy to exhibit the 
society. He chose their locations with the same intent …1 
 
For his Brisbane building, Thompson selected a prime site on the corner of Queen and Albert 
Streets. The architects whom he commissioned to design all of his new buildings were the 
old-established Melbourne father-and-son firm of Anketell and Kingsley Henderson, who had 
recently taken Rodney Alsop and Marcus Martin into partnership. The T & G buildings were 
all distinctive white tower blocks, in a variety of architectural treatments. The style which we 
now call "Commercial Palazzo" was a Henderson favourite, loosely based on the Florentine 
Renaissance palazzo, and usually with a pronounced cornice. 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Geoff Browne, "Thompson, James Tuson (1879–1954)," Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol.16 (2002). 
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The eight-storey Brisbane building had eleven shops at ground level, fronting Queen Street 
and Albert Street. The cantilevered awning (still something of a novelty in Brisbane) 
provided an unobstructed view of the ornate shop-fronts, with their piers cased in copper 
supplied by Wunderlich Limited. At the second level, the brick curtain wall was rendered 
with banded rustication, topped with balconettes. Levels three to seven were treated more 
simply, but the top floor was defined by a course of balconettes, with a colonnade behind 
them, and above that a cornice which protruded almost two metres. The flat roof concealed a 
false ceiling to the top floor, with a gap of almost a metre containing ventilators. 
 
 
 
This was of course a representational building. A large electric sign on the corner of the roof 
carried the T & G acronym, and the firm's name was also added as a frieze below the cornice. 
The Queensland manager was particularly pleased with this frieze, and wrote to Thomson: 
 
I am very glad that you have decided to add 'Established 1876' to both sides of the building on 
the frieze. This will certainly be a big advantage in the future, over new companies who are 
floating without sufficient ballast and likely to blow over at any minute. I climbed out on to 
the scaffolding this morning and inspected the making of the new letters.2 
 
 
Structurally the building was of reinforced concrete and steel. This unusually large new 
structure raised some concerns among the Brisbane public, and the City Architect was 
obliged to inspect it in 1923 to dispel rumours of cracks in the fabric. The vestibule was 
                                                 
2 Shirley Thomas, Yours For Life: The History of T & G Mutual Life Society Limited, 1876-1976 (Melbourne: T 
& G Mutual Life Society, 1976), p.80. 
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panelled in Queensland maple and led to the society's public offices. The upper levels were 
leased as office suites, except for the top floor, which was reserved for the T & G. There were 
two lifts. 
 
In 1936 an extra floor was added, also designed by A. & K. Henderson. It was constructed 
with a mansard roof and set back a little, so as not to detract from the prominent cornice. 
 
During the Second World War the T & G Building was one of several large Brisbane 
buildings to be used as headquarters accommodation for the American forces in the south-
west Pacific. It was a Brisbane landmark and institution, but it was swept away in 1967 to 
make way for a new 24-storey T & G Building. The demolition took thirty weeks, and was 
said to have been the largest ever undertaken in Brisbane.  
 
The new T & G Building was opened in December 1969. It was designed by Stephenson and 
Turner, and built by E.A. Watts Pty Ltd. Its large external sun hoods were an innovation, 
constructed as rigid, load-bearing beams supporting the interior floor. After almost half a 
century, they have become a familiar part of the Brisbane skyline. 
 
 
43 
 
Original Name: Ascot Chambers 
Years Constructed: 1924-25 
Location: 223 Queen Street (cnr Edward Street), Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 1995 
Architect: Hall And Prentice 
Builder: Arthur John Dickinson 
Number of Floors: 10 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 23 February 1924, p.8. 
Building (Sydney), 11 October 1924, p.152-3. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 8 June 1925, p.90. 
Brisbane Courier, 7 July 1925, p.16. 
Allom Lovell Marquis-Kyle, "Ascot Chambers, 223 Queen Street: An Assessment of 
Cultural Heritage Significance for Advance Bank Australia Limited" 
(unpublished report, 1993), Allom Lovell Architects Archive, John Oxley 
Library, State Library of Queensland, item 28652/243. 
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By the early 1920s a tall office building in Brisbane was starting to look like a sound 
investment to a canny businessman like Michael Joseph Ryan. An Irishman by birth, Ryan 
had arrived in Australia around 1880 and worked his way up from shearer to pastoralist to 
company director. He founded a firm called Queensland Investments Limited which in 1923 
purchased a block of land on the corner of Queen and Edward Streets, with the intention of 
erecting a large block of offices. Ryan entrusted the design of the building to the Brisbane 
architectural firm of Hall and Prentice, who in 1919 had won the commission to design 
Brisbane's grand new city hall. The senior partner, Thomas Ramsay Hall, had travelled to the 
United States in 1922 to gather ideas for the city hall project, and was thus well aware of the 
latest trends in architecture and building. 
 
The new building was initially named Vindex House, after one of Ryan's pastoral properties, 
but he soon changed the name to Ascot Chambers. The new name reflected the fact that 
Ryan, like many of his countrymen, had a passion for horseracing. Ascot Chambers was not 
the flagship of a large insurance company or bank; it was a well considered business 
investment and the design reflected this. Externally it was faced mainly in brick, although the 
top and second levels were accentuated with stone-coloured cement facings. The original 
plan of using Helidon freestone to face the second level was apparently abandoned for 
reasons of economy. There were shop-fronts at the ground level, beneath a cantilever awning. 
A  bronze door to the main entrance in Edward Street opened into a tiled vestibule and a lift 
lobby faced in marble. Otherwise the exterior had little adornment, apart from a projecting 
bay on the main (Edward Street) frontage, which terminated in a balconette on the top floor. 
The cornice was unpretentious. 
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Ascot Chambers was Brisbane's first steel-framed skyscraper and its construction attracted 
much attention. As a local newspaper recalled, "time was when passers-by looked in 
wonderment at the man swinging in the air, and standing on a great steel girder, which the 
crane was taking to its place."1 It took only about ten months to erect what was then 
Brisbane's tallest building. 
 
The long, narrow site, with street frontages on two sides and a laneway (off Edward Street) 
on a third side, simplified the internal design. The double lift-well and stairwell were placed 
in a central position along the blank wall. They gave access to a small vestibule, off which 
the offices opened, so there was very little wasted corridor space. The offices had generous 
access to natural light and ventilation. Mail chutes were provided in the lobbies, and steel fire 
doors or roller shutters isolated each level. This layout was designed so that a whole floor 
could be rented by a single client, although some floors had multiple tenancies. The clients 
were professional men, and the architects of the new building designed offices for themselves 
to occupy the whole of the eighth level, with darkly stained timber and soft lighting. 
 
 
 
Ascot Chambers was for many years a desirable address, but by the early 1990s Advance 
Bank House, as it was then called, was looking old and tired. The neighbouring Tattersall's 
Club was hoping to expand and the Advance Bank, who owned Ascot Chambers, were ready 
to sell. However the Queensland Heritage Council opposed the redevelopment of this 
significant part of Brisbane's architectural history, and the case went to the Planning and 
Environment Court in November 1993. Unfortunately, because the building had been 
designed along economical (albeit attractive) lines, much of its heritage value was intangible. 
Demolition was approved in January 1994. 
                                                 
1 Brisbane Courier, 7 July 1925, p.16. 
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Original Name: O.K. Building 
Years Constructed: 1925-26 
Location: 117 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Standing (roof garden now enclosed to form an extra storey) 
Architect: Hall and Prentice 
Builder: M.A. Dwyer 
Number of Floors: 8 
Literature: 
Daily Mail (Brisbane), 14 July 1925, p.18. 
Brisbane Courier, 6 July 1926, p.15. 
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The former O.K. Building is in many ways the poor relation of Ascot Chambers, and it is a 
little sad that it has survived, while its grander relative has perished. It too was a speculative 
development, and it was built for a tailor, Frederick James O'Keefe. The building took its 
name from the first two letters of the owner's surname.  
 
By 1925 O'Keefe had been in business in Brisbane for some years, latterly under the name 
O.K. Foxwell, at 117 Queen Street, and in that year he decided to erect a six-storey building 
to replace his existing premises and to provide offices for letting. During the course of 
construction a further two floors were added. His architects were Hall and Prentice, who were 
still working on Ascot Chambers.  
 
O'Keefe's funds were clearly limited and the design of the building was very plain. It was of 
steel-frame construction, faced in brown bricks, with two shops at ground level. The large 
windows were steel framed, and the only ornaments to the front elevation were a balconette 
at the sixth level and a balcony on the top floor. This economical, utilitarian style is now 
called "Chicagoesque." 
 
There was a laneway on the northern side of the site, and a light court was inserted on that 
side of the building. There was also a laneway at the rear (off Albert Street), which allowed 
windows and balconies to be incorporated into the rear elevation, so the owner was able to 
boast that every office received natural light. There was of course a lift, and the roof garden 
would have offered fine views. 
 
O'Keefe was involved in bankruptcy proceedings in 1930. The building was sold and it has 
had many tenants in the years since. It has been completely refurbished internally. 
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Original Name: National Mutual Life Association Building 
Years Constructed: 1926-29 
Location: 295-299 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Gibbs, Finlay and Morsby (Melbourne), later Morsby and Coates; in conjunction 
with T.B.M. Wightman (Brisbane) 
Builder: J. Green & Sons 
Number of Floors: 7 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 13 June 1925, p.7. 
Brisbane Courier, 18 September 1928, p.9. 
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The Queen Street block centred upon the General Post Office would become the epicentre of 
Brisbane's skyscraper boom in the decade before the Second World War. The first, and the 
smallest, of these skyscrapers was a seven-storey office block erected between 1926 and 1929 
for the National Mutual Life Assurance Society. This firm had been founded in Melbourne in 
1869, and for many years it occupied a building in Queen Street which had been remodelled 
for it in 1882 to a design by F.D.G. Stanley. That building was demolished in 1925 to make 
way for the new structure. 
 
This was another flagship building, and the design was in the hands of an old Melbourne 
firm, Gibbs, Finlay and Morsby. The original partners, Harry B. Gibbs and Alex K. Finlay, 
had in 1911 won a competition to design extensions to the National Mutual building on the 
corner of Queen and Collins Streets in Melbourne. Both were deceased before the Brisbane 
building was designed, and while it was still under construction, the remaining partner, 
Frederick Morsby, formed a partnership with Harold F. Coates. The supervision of the project 
was in the hands of a Brisbane architect, Thomas Blair Moncrieff Wightman. The building 
was constructed in reinforced concrete. 
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The style of the National Mutual building is probably best described as "Stripped Classical." 
The pilasters which span the upper five floors are suggestive of giant classical orders, the 
bracketed cornice is very prominent, and behind it, on the flat roof, the caretaker's quarters 
are topped with acroteria, creating a recessed parapet. All of the upper floors are faced in 
Helidon freestone, with banded rustication at the second level. Bronze was used to good 
effect in the window frames, the spandrels of the outer bays, the balcony at the third level, 
and the awning, the latter now replaced with a less decorative modern substitute.  
 
The frontage at ground level has been rebuilt. Originally the design was asymmetric, with 
three shop fronts, plus the office entrance on the right-hand side, faced in trachyte. This gave 
access to a vestibule finished in marble and terrazzo. The insurance offices were behind the 
shops, with strongrooms in the basement. The floors above were let as offices and served by 
two lifts. National Mutual occupied this building until 1981, when they moved to a new 22-
storey building on the corner of Edward and Charlotte Streets, designed for them by Conrad 
Gargett. Currently the ground floor and the two topmost floors are being refurbished for the 
University of Queensland. Little of the original interior survives. 
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Original Name: Central Automatic Telephone Exchange 
Years Constructed: 1926-29 
Location: 238 Elizabeth Street, Brisbane 
Status: Demolished about 1990 
Architect: Commonwealth Department of Works and Railways 
Builder: Peter Frew; completed by the Commonwealth Department of Works and Railways 
Number of Floors: 6 (plus lower ground floor) 
Literature: 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 13 June 1925, p.3. 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 29 December 1925, city edition, p.5. 
Queenslander, 28 November 1929, p.62. 
Plans in National Archives of Australia, Brisbane Office, series BP227/1. 
 
 
 
 
The General Post Office, at 261 Queen Street, is one of Brisbane's iconic colonial buildings, 
erected in 1871-72 to a design by F.D.G. Stanley. Although extended to Elizabeth Street in 
1908, it was soon considered inadequate for a rising metropolis like Brisbane. By 1924 plans 
had been prepared (above) for a new GPO in Elizabeth Street, behind the old building. The 
new complex was to consist of three sections: an automatic telephone exchange, the post and 
telegraph office, and a parcels office. It was apparently intended to demolish the old GPO and 
erect a large Commonwealth Bank building in its place.  
 
Although this plan remained on the drawing board for years, and although the Brisbane 
authorities constantly repeated their pleas for its implementation, only one section of it was 
ever built, the Central Automatic Telephone Exchange. Brisbane's fine colonial GPO was 
saved and is still in use. 
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Old manual central telephone exchange, Brisbane, about 1927 
 
The need for a new automatic telephone exchange was incontrovertible. The old manual 
exchange was housed in a building designed as a storehouse and its capacity to deal with the 
increasing number of telephone subscribers was almost exhausted. In June 1925 the Federal 
Parliamentary Works Committee recommended that a new seven-storey automatic exchange 
building be constructed, as the first part of the proposed new GPO.  
 
The design for the Brisbane GPO was produced by the architects of the Commonwealth 
Department of Works and Railways, under the direction of the chief architect, John Smith 
Murdoch. A Scotsman by birth, Murdoch had worked for almost twenty years in the 
Queensland Works Department before taking up an appointment with the newly formed 
Commonwealth Government in 1904. By the 1920s he was favouring stripped classical 
designs, the best known of which is the first Parliament House in Canberra (1927).  
 
 
Detail of side elevation 
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The front elevation of the new Brisbane telephone exchange was very simple, but it had the 
symmetry and massing of classical architecture. The ground and lower ground floors were 
faced in trachyte, with three large round-arched openings whose voussoirs merged into the 
banded rustication. Above that, the large windows were arranged in three bays, with a 
balcony at the top level, but no cornice to the flat roof. The upper floors were rendered in 
cement. With Arcade Lane on the north side and at the rear, the building was lit on three 
sides. Internally it mainly contained telephone equipment, but there was also some provision 
for staff. Air conditioning was an important feature of the building, and two lifts were also 
provided. 
 
Initially it was planned to use reinforced concrete for the construction, but steel-frame 
construction was adopted instead. Because of the weight of the equipment, this was one of 
the heaviest steel-frame structures erected in Australia up until that time. The steel contractor 
finished his work promptly, but the builder fell foul of the building unions, who blacklisted 
the job. Eventually the Commonwealth Works Department took over the task of completing 
the building.  
 
 
 
In 1963 the new Edison Telephone Exchange was opened a short distance away at 280 
Elizabeth Street, and the old exchange eventually became redundant. It was purchased by the 
Kern Corporation in 1989 to make way for the abortive 65-storey MacArthur Centre project, 
and it was demolished soon afterwards. 
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Original Name: Craigston 
Years Constructed: 1927-28 
Location: 217 Wickham Terrace, Spring Hill 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Atkinson and Conrad 
Builder: Walter Taylor 
Number of Floors: 8 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 30 October 1926, p.7. 
Helen Bennett, "Interpreting the Modern: Flatland in Brisbane," (PhD thesis, Griffith 
University, 2010), vol.1, p.140-42. 
Robert Riddel (ed.), Conrad Gargett, 1890-2015 (Brisbane: Conrad Gargett, 2017), 
p.60-61. 
Some plans in Conrad & Gargett Collection, University of Queensland Fryer Library, 
UQFL228, job no.440. 
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The 39-storey Sherry-Netherland apartment hotel (designed by Schultze and Weaver, in 
association with Buchman and Kahn) was opened in New York in 1927; it was the city's 
tallest residential building. In that same year, work began on the construction of Craigston, 
Brisbane's first high-rise apartment building, with a much more modest eight storeys. 
 
In Australia, multi-storey flats had begun to appear in Sydney and Melbourne in the first 
decade of the twentieth century. The eight-storey Wyoming on the corner of Macquarie and 
Hunter Streets, Sydney (John Burcham Clamp, 1909-11), is a good surviving example. It was 
designed to provide both professional chambers for medical specialists associated with the 
nearby Sydney Hospital, and also residential flats.  
 
In Brisbane an early attempt to popularise this type of accommodation was made in 1919, 
with the creation of a company called Gardens Residential Flats Limited. It planned to 
acquire a site in Alice Street, beside the Queensland Club, and erect a seven-storey block of 
flats, surmounted by a large rooftop café.1 The complex was designed by a Sydney architect, 
Claud Hamilton, who was responsible for many large blocks of flats in the Kings Cross area 
in the 1920s. Hamilton's local partners in this abortive project were the Brisbane architects 
Atkinson and Conrad, who no doubt learnt useful lessons for the design of Craigston. 
 
Craigston was developed by a syndicate of Brisbane professional men. The shareholders were 
entitled to the tenancy of a defined floor or area. Wickham Terrace had long been established 
as the city's prime medical precinct, so the ground floor of the new building would house 
doctors' chambers, and the upper floors would be residential. The residential accommodation 
was very generous, with most floors occupied by a single flat. The common areas were the 
flat roof and the basement with a garage and laundries. 
 
The design is generally attributed to Arnold Conrad, assisted by draftsman David Wales. 
Conrad had developed a liking for the recently imported Spanish Mission style, and there is 
certainly some Mediterranean influence to be seen in Craigston, notably at the upper levels in 
the arcades and Cordova tiles, and more generally in the rendered brick walls, painted white. 
The exterior is fairly plain, although the large round-arched entrance and the stacked bay 
windows are notable. 
 
Reinforced concrete was used for construction, but Conrad employed a new technique with 
this building, whereby reinforced concrete was used not only for internal columns, beams and 
floors, but also to frame the external walls, which were then infilled with cavity brick. This 
was to ensure that any shrinkage of the concrete would be uniform throughout the structure 
and so prevent cracking. 
 
                                                 
1 Telegraph (Brisbane), 14 November 1919, second edition, p.3. 
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An original plan of the first floor shows a typical layout. The flat occupied the whole floor. 
The combined lift and stair well gave access to a large hall. The dining room had a bay 
window and double doors opening into the adjacent lounge, which had a fireplace. There 
were three bedrooms, all opening onto balconies, and the main bedroom had an alcove with 
an external window on one side and windows onto the balconies on two other sides. There 
were no less than two maid's rooms, opening onto a private balcony on the less desirable 
western side, and two bathrooms (one of them probably for the maids). The kitchen and 
scullery also faced west, but the windows of those rooms were equipped with wooden 
shutters. There were external fire stairs at the rear. The internal decoration was unique to each 
flat. 
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The co-operative ownership model has perhaps ensured the survival of Craigston. Although 
the balconies have been enclosed and many flats subdivided, the building remains very 
faithful to its original design and purpose. 
 
Despite the success of Craigston, there was a limited demand for this type of accommodation 
in Brisbane between the wars. For the affluent prospective homeowner there were still plenty 
of attractive blocks of land available within easy reach of the city. Neither the eight-storey 
Tendring (designed around 1934 by Prentice and Atkinson for the corner of Wickham 
Terrace and Berry Street), nor the seven-storey Eumarella (designed around 1936 by Douglas 
F.W. Roberts for Hillside Crescent, Hamilton) came to fruition. 
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Original Name: Canberra Hotel 
Years Constructed: 1927-29; extended 1934-35 
Location: 192 Ann Street (cnr Edward Street), Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 1987 
Architect: Arnold Edwin Brooks 
Builder: Blair Cunningham 
Number of Floors: 10 (plus assembly rooms on roof) 
Literature: 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 July 1925, second edition, p.7. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 7 August 1925, p.28-32. 
Building (Sydney), 12 August 1925, p.151-2. 
Brisbane Courier, 16 April 1929, p.7. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 August 1932, p.18. 
Courier-Mail, 17 August 1935, p.18. 
 
 
 
 
The temperance movement has a long and sometimes controversial history in Australia. In 
Brisbane its existence can be traced back to the foundation of the Moreton Bay Temperance 
Society in 1849. This organisation developed into the Total Abstinence Society which, in 
1869, opened a Temperance Hall (designed by James Cowlishaw) on land at the corner of 
Ann and Edward Streets, which had been granted by the government for that purpose. 
Inspired by the success of the prohibition movement in the United States, various temperance 
organisations in Queensland united in 1921 to form the Queensland Prohibition League. 
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Temperance hotels had been common in American cities since the nineteenth century. The 
Queensland Prohibition League determined to establish one in Brisbane, on the valuable 
inner city corner occupied by their Temperance Hall, adjacent to the central railway station. 
The purpose of the hotel was twofold: 
 
It will provide for those visitors who desire really first-class accommodation in a place 
without the liquor bars which constitute an undesirable feature to some people who travel 
with their families. It also will show, it is hoped, how successfully from the financial as well 
as from the social viewpoint a really first-class hotel can be run without the liquor selling 
adjunct.1 
 
It took the League some years to raise the necessary funds, but construction finally began in 
1927. 
 
The Canberra Hotel was designed by Arnold Edwin Brooks, a Brisbane architect. It was of 
seven storeys, but constructed so that it could later be extended upwards. The main frontage 
was to Ann Street, where the entrance was located. The Edward Street frontage provided 
access to offices for the various local temperance associations. The hotel was constructed 
with a steel frame and brick curtain walls, which were rendered and painted white. The 
management boasted that every bedroom had direct external light and air. This was achieved 
by inserting a very large light court (with balconies) on the Ann Street frontage, above the 
entrance, and a smaller light court facing Edward Street. The external treatment was fairly 
simple, with some Renaissance details, especially over the main entrance. The style would 
now be described as "Commercial Palazzo." 
 
 
                                                 
1 Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 July 1925, second edition, p.7. 
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Eleven shop fronts lined the ground floor, with a café on the corner. The marbled entrance 
gave access to a large lounge and dining room, with adjacent kitchens. Two lifts served the 
upper floors, which contained 233 bedrooms, all of them with hand-basins and hot and cold 
water; a small number of rooms had private bathrooms, which was a rare luxury at the time. 
There was another large lounge at the base of the light court fronting Ann Street. On the flat 
roof there was a guests' laundry and a billiard and smoking room. Four sets of stairs were 
widely distributed throughout the building, as a fire precaution. 
 
 
 
The Canberra Hotel was an instant success. By 1932 the owners, who had now changed their 
name to the Queensland Temperance League, were planning extensions to add three more 
floors of bedrooms, plus public function rooms on the roof, taking the building to the 
maximum height permitted by the city council. These extensions, also designed by Brooks, 
were constructed between 1934 and 1935, making the Canberra one of the largest hotels in 
Australia, and the first to offer radio reception in all bedrooms. At the ground level, some of 
the shops were removed to create a new, air-conditioned dining room, and the lounge was 
enlarged. The corner café was also remodelled in the American fashion as a soda fountain 
and milk bar. 
 
For decades the Canberra Hotel was a Brisbane institution and a popular social venue. 
However by the 1980s its glory days were over, and the Queensland Temperance League sold 
it in 1985. It briefly revived as the non-temperance Capital Hotel, but in 1986 a Melbourne 
developer, John Minuzzo, presented plans to the Queensland government to redevelop the 
site to erect what was touted to be "the world's tallest building." Although the Central Place 
project (designed by architects Peddle Thorpe) did not comply with the Brisbane city plan or 
building regulations, the Bjelke-Petersen government gave approval, and the hotel was 
demolished in 1987. Accusations were made by members of Joh Bjelke-Petersen's own 
government that the Premier stood to gain financially from the project, and this contributed to 
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his downfall late in 1987.2 Work on the 107-storey Central Place building never advanced 
beyond the stage of preliminary excavations.  
 
 
                                                 
2 See Matthew Condon, All Fall Down (St Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 2015), p.240-4, 339-41, 
371-4. 
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Original Name: Commonwealth Bank Building 
Years Constructed: 1927-30 
Location: 259 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 1990 
Architect: Commonwealth Department of Works and Railways 
Builder: A. & J. MacDonald 
Number of Floors: 7 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 May 1929, p.20. 
Brisbane Courier, 16 July 1929, p.3. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 June 1930, p.20-21. 
Brisbane Courier, 12 September 1930, p.17. 
Fiona Gardiner, "One of the Finest Banking Chambers in Queensland," National 
Trust Journal Queensland, October 1989, p.5. 
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Although it is now one of Australia's major private banking corporations, the Commonwealth 
Bank was founded in 1911 by a federal Labour government, and it remained a government 
agency until it was privatised in the 1990s. As early as 1912 the federal government had 
purchased land in Queen Street, beside the General Post Office, and it subsequently 
established a branch of the bank there. The federal government also controlled postal and 
telegraph services, and it appears that there were soon plans to build a new GPO in Elizabeth 
Street, and then demolish the old post office in Queen Street, and erect a new and larger 
building for the Commonwealth Bank in its place. 
 
The only section of the new GPO in Elizabeth Street to be erected was the Central Automatic 
Telephone Exchange (1926-29, see above). The new bank building was badly needed and 
could not await the completion of the new GPO, so around 1926 it was decided to erect a 
large new bank beside the GPO in Queen Street, on the site occupied by the existing bank 
building, plus the adjacent Shaw's Building. Shaw's Building was demolished, and the first 
section of the new bank was erected on that site and was opened for business, and then the 
old bank was demolished to allow construction of the second section. The building was steel-
framed with reinforced concrete floors. 
 
 
First section (towards Edward Street) under construction 
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The building was described as "modern in design and … pleasing to the eye without being 
elaborate."1 It was another example of the Stripped Classical style then favoured by the 
Commonwealth chief architect, John Smith Murdoch. There were frontages both to Queen 
Street and to a right-of-way beside the GPO. The lower two levels were faced with Bowral 
trachyte (in banded rustication), and the upper levels with Helidon freestone. The front 
elevation was of five bays, with large pilasters spanning levels four to six. An elaborate 
cornice, with dentils and acroteria, was topped by a pierced parapet. (An earlier version of the 
design featured a balcony at the top level, instead of the cornice.) The details were finely 
executed, with copper-sheeted windows, three bronze-sheeted entrance doors, and bronze 
panels inserted into the spandrels above the ground-floor windows, containing sculptures by 
Brisbane artist, W. Leslie Bowles. A minor feature of the exterior was Brisbane's first night 
safe, for the after-hours deposit of cash. 
 
The large banking chamber on the ground floor was surrounded by a mezzanine. In the 
centre, it rose almost ten metres to a dome of Luxifer glass below the central light well. The 
walls and counter-fronts were panelled in Ulam marble, and the counter tops were in 
Queensland maple. The marbled lift lobbies gave access to four lifts, some of them serving 
the leased offices on upper floors. The main staircase was marbled and the escape stairs were 
of reinforced concrete.  
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Telegraph (Brisbane), 1 April 1927, p.9. 
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The bank continued to operate until 1989, when the building was acquired by the Kern 
Corporation. Despite public protests, it was demolished in early 1990 to make way for the 
abortive 65-storey MacArthur Centre project. After more than thirty years of conservative 
rule, Queensland had just elected a Labor government, but the new heritage minister 
complained that "the State Government is powerless to act because Queensland does not have 
the necessary legislation to protect important historic buildings."2 In 1992 legislation was 
passed to establish the Queensland Heritage Council. 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 Sydney Morning Herald, 3 January 1990, p.5. 
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Original Name: Orient Steam Navigation Company Building 
Years Constructed: 1928-30 
Location: 113 Eagle Street, Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 
Architect: Spain and Cosh, Sydney 
Builder: Stuart Brothers 
Number of Floors: 7 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 16 October 1928, p.11. 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 4 March 1930, five o'clock edition, p.15. 
 
 
 
 
It is today difficult to appreciate that Brisbane was a port city until well after the Second 
World War. The river banks below the Victoria Bridge were lined with wharves, most of 
them served by ocean-going vessels. The focus of this maritime activity was the Petrie Bight 
area, and Eagle Street boasted many fine buildings to house shipping companies, import-
export firms, insurance companies and banks. Today, not a single pre-1965 building remains 
in Eagle Street to remind us of this vanished world. 
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The Orient Steam Navigation Company was a large British firm which had been servicing 
Australia since 1866, but it was only in 1906 that its steamers began to make Brisbane a 
regular port of call. In 1928 the company purchased a block of land in Eagle Street, backing 
onto the warehouses of the busy Eagle Street wharves, intending to erect a large building to 
house their own offices and provide office space for lease. Leading architects in Brisbane and 
Sydney were asked to submit designs, which were forwarded to the head office in London. 
The commission was awarded to the Sydney firm of Spain and Cosh, a prominent practice 
who at this time were making frequent use of a Free Classical style in their large commercial 
buildings. 
 
The Orient building in Brisbane was very much in this Free Classical idiom, with its 
monumental façade dominated by the large Ionic columns spanning levels four to six, 
beneath an entablature and prominent cornice. The ground floor was faced in polished 
trachyte, and the upper floors in Sydney freestone. On the roof, the caretaker's quarters and 
staff lunch rooms effectively created an extra storey, with a steeply pitched, copper-clad roof, 
culminating in an unusual tall turret glazed in a light blue glass for illumination purposes. A 
light well on the north side also enhanced the internal lighting. The building was steel-framed 
with reinforced concrete floors. 
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At the ground level, the company's entrance (on the left-hand side) was separated from the 
tenants' entry (on the right-hand side) by a large display window containing a model of one of 
the company’s mail steamers (a standard feature of the offices of shipping companies at the 
time). A cantilever awning extended over the display window only. There were bronze doors 
at the entrances, leading to marbled vestibules, and beyond to the staircases and lifts. The fire 
stairs were at the rear. 
 
The Orient company occupied the ground floor. The office fittings were of Queensland 
maple, incorporating stained glass panels executed by a Brisbane firm, R.S. Exton and Co. 
The upper floors were let as offices and medical suites. 
 
In 1960 the Orient Line merged with the Peninsular and Oriental Company, and the P & O 
Lines of Australia continued to occupy this building until about 1972. Some time thereafter it 
was demolished to make way for one of the giant skyscrapers which now crowd the Riverside 
precinct. 
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Original Name: National Bank of Australasia 
Years Constructed: 1928-31 
Location: 180-182 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: A. & K. Henderson (Melbourne); supervised by Atkinson, Powell & Conrad 
Builder: George A. Stronach 
Number of Floors: 7 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 6 November 1928, p.11. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 August 1929, p.19, 20, 62. 
Brisbane Courier, 6 February 1931, p.5. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 February 1931, p.21-24. 
Plans in John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, collection 29592. 
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Although it had been founded in Melbourne in 1858, the National Bank of Australasia (NBA) 
did not establish itself in Queensland until 1920. The first Queensland branch was 
incorporated into an existing office building at 143-157 Eagle Street, Brisbane, and the 
fitting-out of the premises was designed and supervised by the Brisbane architect, Lange L. 
Powell. Powell was thereafter entrusted with much of the firm's work in Queensland, until his 
death in 1938. However when the bank's board decided, around 1927, to erect a flagship state 
office at 180-182 Queen Street, they held an architectural competition to find a design for this 
major seven-storey building. 
 
The competition was won by A. & K. Henderson, the Melbourne firm who had already 
designed the T & G Building on the corner of Queen and Albert Streets (see above). The 
Henderson firm had only recently designed a large building for the NBA at 271-279 Collins 
Street, Melbourne, in a Free Classical style which was clearly a model for the Brisbane 
building. Lange Powell, who was now a senior partner in Atkinson, Powell and Conrad, was 
awarded the consolation prize of supervising the construction. 
 
Located in the centre of Brisbane's prime retail district, the Queensland headquarters of the 
NBA was a building which was designed to impress, and it is still a notable element in the 
streetscape of Queen Street. The frontage is faced in freestone from Yangan, near Warwick, 
and rises from a granite plinth. It is of five narrow bays, of which the three central bays 
protrude slightly and are more elaborately treated. At the ground level, four large Tuscan 
columns flank the three panelled bronze doors, and these columns support an entablature and 
a balcony at the second level. The second to seventh levels are spanned by four pilasters, 
which terminate in simplified capitals, supporting an elaborate bracketed cornice, which in 
turn is topped by a balustraded parapet. The round-headed windows of the central bays at the 
top level are embellished with flanking Corinthian columns and balconettes. 
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The three entrance lobbies are richly ornamented, with walls faced in marble from Caleula, 
near Orange in New South Wales, and plaster ceilings with elaborate cornices. The right-
hand lobby gives access to the basement (originally a safe deposit vault), and the left-hand 
lobby to a Carrara marble staircase and two lifts for the use of tenants. The central lobby gave 
access, through double swing doors, to the banking chamber. The mezzanine floor and the 
fine plasterwork of the fluted columns and ceilings of the banking chamber survive. There 
was originally a staircase at the rear of the banking chamber, giving access to Adelaide 
Street. The Queensland walnut fittings and bronze grilles have been removed to create a retail 
space. At the rear of the chamber was a section reserved for women customers and a lift 
which served only those floors of the building occupied by the bank (basement, ground, 
mezzanine, first and top floors). 
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The building was designed to provide a maximum of natural light and ventilation. Two light 
courts were inserted on each side, and another at the rear. On the top floor, a false ceiling was 
inserted to prevent overheating. There were escape stairs at the front and rear of the building, 
and fire alarms in every room and lavatory. (The fourth floor plan is reproduced in Part One, 
above.) 
 
To minimise disruption to the bank's activities, the building was erected in two stages. The 
side towards Edward Street was erected first, while business continued in the old building on 
the other side of the allotment, which had originally been built in 1891, to a design of Richard 
Gailey senior, for the Royal Bank of Queensland. This older building also made a convenient 
base for the large crane used to erect the steel frame. The floors and roof were of reinforced 
concrete and the curtain walls of brick. 
 
 
 
This fine building served as the head office of the NBA in Queensland until 1948, when the 
NBA absorbed the Queensland National Bank. The head office was then transferred to the 
Queensland National Bank building on the corner of Queen and Creek Streets, one of 
Brisbane's finest surviving colonial buildings, erected in 1881-85 to a design of F.D.G. 
Stanley. 
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The former NBA building at 180-182 Queen Street is now heritage listed. It houses a prestige 
retail space at the ground level and offices at the upper levels. 
 
 
Letter chute in first floor lobby 
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Original Name: Commercial Bank of Australia 
Years Constructed: 1929-30 
Location: 239 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 
Architect: A. & K. Henderson (Melbourne); supervised by Atkinson, Powell & Conrad 
Builder: C.T. Hall and Sons 
Number of Floors: 11 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 26 March 1929, p.11. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 11 August 1930, p.15-16. 
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The Commercial Bank of Australia was founded in Melbourne in 1866 and opened a branch 
in Brisbane in 1885. It acquired a two-storey building in Queen Street (between the General 
Post Office and Edward Street), which had been the first Brisbane building of the Australian 
Mutual Provident insurance company. By the 1920s the bank was ready to replace these 
premises with something grander, so it acquired the adjacent three-storey Granite Buildings 
(built in 1904 and designed by Claude W. Chambers) and had them demolished in 1929 to 
erect a new eleven-storey bank and office block.  
 
 
 
Like the National Bank of Australasia (see above), the Commercial Bank awarded the 
commission for their new building to the Melbourne firm of A. & K. Henderson, with the 
local supervision entrusted to Atkinson, Powell and Conrad. It is interesting to contrast these 
two bank buildings, designed by the same firm and erected almost simultaneously. Whereas 
the National Bank was in a conservative Free Classical idiom, the Commercial Bank was of a 
more modern design, typical of the Commercial Palazzo style which the Henderson firm had 
used for the T & G Building (see above). 
 
The ground and mezzanine floors were faced in sandstone. The large central doorway, with 
its bronze doors, rose towards a prominent string course. The lintel and string course were 
both decorated with restrained carving in low relief. Above that, levels three to ten were of 
rendered brick, divided into seven bays, of which the central five bays projected slightly. This 
large expanse of wall was very simply treated, with just some low-relief mouldings between 
the bays and in the spandrels. The top storey exhibited a little more decoration and was 
topped by a bracketed cornice. 
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Internally, the vestibule was lined in Caleula marble. The banking chamber and mezzanine 
featured fluted columns, and the counters, fittings and furniture were of Queensland maple. 
There were two large light wells which extended down to the ceiling of the mezzanine level, 
and the building was also lit from Arcade Lane at the rear. Above the mezzanine level were 
offices for lease. The two lifts could reach a speed of 400 feet (122 metres) per minute. The 
building was steel-framed, with reinforced concrete floors and roof, and brick curtain walls. 
 
In 1982 the Commercial Bank of Australia merged with the Bank of New South Wales to 
form the Westpac Banking Corporation. The former Commercial Bank building continued to 
be leased for office accommodation. In 1989 it was acquired by the Kern Corporation, who 
planned to demolish it to make way for the abortive MacArthur Centre project. Kern went 
into receivership in 1991, but in the late 1990s the building was demolished to make way for 
the present MacArthur Central complex. 
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Original Name: Colonial Mutual Life Assurance Building 
Year Constructed: 1931 
Location: 289 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Hennessy and Hennessy 
Builder: Concrete Constructions Ltd 
Number of Floors: 11 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Building (Sydney), 12 March 1930, p.82-83. 
Brisbane Courier, 13 November 1931, p.10-11. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 December 1931, p.11-16. 
Building (Sydney), 12 December 1931, p.38-49. 
An album of photographs documenting the construction of the building is included in 
the Concrete Constructions (Queensland) collection in the John Oxley Library, 
State Library of Queensland, collection 27937. 
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The Colonial Mutual Life Assurance Society (CML) was founded in Melbourne in 1873 and 
was soon active in Queensland. Richard Gailey senior designed a three-storey, Tudoresque 
building for the CML (1882-83) which still stands at 62 Queen Street. In 1905 the company 
moved to new premises on the northern side of the General Post Office, another three-storey 
building, this time in a Romanesque style designed by Eaton and Bates. 
 
By the late 1920s the CML was ready to embark on a large building programme, and they 
commissioned a successful Sydney architect, Jack F. Hennessy junior, to refurbish and 
extend the building on the corner of Martin Place and Pitt Street in Sydney which they had 
purchased in 1926. They were clearly pleased with the results and asked Hennessy to design a 
large new building to replace their Brisbane premises. 
 
Hennessy already had a lucrative practice in Brisbane, based on his friendship with the 
Catholic archbishop there, James Duhig. He had had drawn up plans for the massive 
Renaissance-style Holy Name Cathedral which Duhig hoped (vainly) to build in Ann Street, 
and had sent an engineer to the United States to investigate Benedict stone, a manufactured 
stone produced by mixing crushed natural stone with cement and removing minerals which 
caused disintegration in natural stone. Hennessy recommended the adoption of Benedict 
stone for the construction of the cathedral and Duhig decided to set up a factory in Brisbane 
for the production of the stone, using a local porphyry as the natural ingredient. The factory 
opened at Bowen Hills in Brisbane in August 1929. The onset of the Great Depression played 
havoc with Duhig's ambitious plans and in 1930 he was forced to obtain a large mortgage 
from the CML, using the Benedict Stone Works as part of the collateral. This helps to explain 
why Hennessy selected Benedict stone for the construction of the Brisbane CML building. 
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Stylistically the building is a remarkable pastiche. The architect himself described it as "a 
modern interpretation of the Romanesque," a style of which Hennessy was then very fond. 
He had designed some fine Catholic churches in Queensland in a Romanesque idiom, at 
Dalby (1921), Clayfield (1924-25), Nundah (1925-26) and Toowong (1930), but the use of 
the Romanesque in large commercial buildings was rare at that time. One of the great 
advantages of Benedict stone was that it could be cast in moulds of any desired shape, and 
multiple copies could easily be made of the same feature. A Brisbane stonemason, George 
Harvey (1903-1981), is credited with the execution of much of the ornamentation of the CML 
building, including the elaborate arches and capitals at the ground level (with medallions 
featuring senior CML executives), the almost Moorish detailing of the windows on the lowest 
and highest floors, the animal statuary, and the very prominent parapet with its numerous 
gargoyles. 
 
 
 
Another advantage of Benedict stone was that a variety of colours was possible, although the 
natural pink of the local porphyry ("Brisbane tuff") was the most commonly produced colour. 
The Brisbane CML building is faced principally in pink Benedict stone, but includes splashes 
of green. A local magazine praised the "wealth of colour,"1 but not all observers have been so 
complimentary. Archbishop Duhig's biographer remarked that "the colours on the CML make 
me glad that Holy Name was never built."2 The multi-coloured Cordova tiles on the mansard 
roof add further variety to the exterior. Some fine metalwork can still be seen in the ground 
floor windows of the side elevation. 
 
                                                 
1 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 September 1931, p.16. 
2 Thomas Boland, "Holy Name Cathedral, Fact and Fiction," Proceedings of Brisbane Catholic Historical 
Society, vol.9 (2004), p.114. 
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Virtually nothing of the original interior remains. In the basement was a café, lavishly 
decorated and including a tiled wall-fountain. An entrance arcade, paved in Moravian tiles, 
led past shop fronts surmounted by an ornamental bronze frieze to a tiled lift lobby, with 
large bronze doors opening into the insurance chamber. The insurance chamber was the 
showpiece, with its lofty ceilings and mezzanine, the walls sheeted in Siena scagliola (a 
synthetic marble), with borders and panel strips in a rich blue, and counter fronts in a yellow 
marble, all lit by light pendants of solid bronze. There were two lifts, and because of the 
height of the building, one of them ran express to the sixth floor, reaching a speed of 600 feet 
(183 metres) per minute. The offices on the upper floors were floored in jarrah parquetry.  
 
 
 
The rapid construction (a mere nine months) of the building's steel frame and reinforced 
concrete floors attracted comment. Laneways on the south side and at the rear ensured that 
there was ample illumination and ventilation, although the windows of the upper floors were 
deliberately made narrow, with deep reveals, to reduce sun penetration. The fire escape stairs 
at the rear had automatic fire doors and there was a water tank on the roof. 
 
This building was the model for a series of such office blocks which Hennessy designed for 
the CML throughout Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and England during the 1930s. 
Most of them were in Benedict stone, but it is noticeable that the Romanesque detailing 
became more muted as the decade progressed. 
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In 1984 a new 24-storey Colonial Mutual Building, designed by Robin Gibson and Partners, 
was opened just across the road at 300 Queen Street. Late in 1983 Queensland Newspapers 
Limited purchased the old CML building and refurbished it as Newspaper House. It was 
subsequently remodelled as an apartment building, the Manor Apartment Hotel, which 
opened in 1994. 
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Original Name: Australian Mutual Provident Society Building 
Years Constructed: 1931-34 
Location: 229 Queen Street (cnr Edward Street), Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Francis R. Hall and Harold M. Cook 
Builder: George A. Stronach 
Number of Floors: 10 (plus basement and attic) 
Literature: 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 December 1929, p.7. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 March 1934, p.10-20, 23,  
 35-36. 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 3 March 1934, final cables edition, p.7-9. 
Building (Sydney), 12 March 1934, p.13-25. 
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The Australian Mutual Provident Society (AMP) was founded in Sydney in 1848, and opened 
its first office in Queensland in 1875. A block of land on the corner of Queen and Edward 
Streets was purchased and a two-storey building (designed by James Cowlishaw) erected 
between 1877 and 1879 in Queen Street, some distance up from the corner. This was 
subsequently sold to the Commercial Bank of Australia and in 1885-87 a large three-storey 
building was erected beside it, on the corner, to a design of the Sydney firm of Blackmann 
and Parkes (with input from John Sulman), under the supervision of the Brisbane architect, 
F.D.G. Stanley. 
 
In the halcyon days just before the Wall Street crash of 1929, a large new ten-storey AMP 
building for this prominent corner site was designed by the Brisbane architects, Francis R. 
Hall and Harold M. Cook. Hall had been working in the architectural profession in Brisbane 
for about a half a century, and he was an elder half-brother of the Thomas R. Hall who 
collaborated on the design of Ascot Chambers and the O.K. Building (for both of which see 
above) and who would also be involved in the design of Shell House (see below). Cook was 
still a fairly young man, who had trained in Sydney before coming to Brisbane to work for 
Francis R. Hall, who eventually took him into partnership in 1930. 
 
Instead of proceeding with the construction of the new building, a subcommittee of the AMP 
board was set up in 1930 to look for savings. Three of the directors examined the plans and 
decided that marble and other stonework would be used more frugally, that staff lockers 
should be eliminated, that the standby plant for the electric lifts was unnecessary, and that 
linoleum would make a suitable substitute for terrazzo in the corridors. The proposed air-
conditioning plant was deleted, saving £30,000; the directors reporting that the building as 
designed had "complete natural ventilation—suitable to the Queensland climate."1 
 
On this basis, work finally commenced late in 1931, following demolition of the two earlier 
AMP buildings. The new structure was steel-framed with reinforced concrete floors, but the 
frame was put together with bolts rather than rivets, which was considered an innovation. For 
the insurance chamber, which occupied the first two levels, 27-ton girders were used, which 
could span 40 feet (12 metres), thus reducing the need for supporting columns and so creating 
a less cluttered public space. In an unusual departure from standard practice the builder, 
George Stronach, employed the experienced Brisbane architect Thomas Percy to superintend 
the building operations. 
 
The design of the exterior was described at the time as "Renaissance," but would now be 
classified as "Free Classical." The heavy trachyte facing planned for the ground floor fell foul 
of the parsimonious directors; instead all floors were faced in Helidon freestone on a granite 
plinth, with limited use of polished red granite for the porticoes in the centre of each 
elevation. The main frontage is to Queen Street, with a colonnaded portico pierced by a large 
round-headed entrance with bronze double doors. The portico supports a balustrade in the 
centre of which is a copy of the standard statuary group which was used for all AMP 
                                                 
1 Geoffrey Blainey, A History of the AMP, 1848-1998 (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1999), p.189-90. 
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buildings. In this case the statuary was executed in Sicilian marble by the Sydney 
stonemason, Frederick James McGowan (1880-1942), whose work can also be seen on the 
buildings of the Great Court of the University of Queensland at St Lucia. The central five 
levels were treated fairly simply, apart from the banded rustication of the side bays. At the 
top two levels the three central bays are spanned by paired fluted Corinthian columns. There 
is a prominent cornice, and a balustraded parapet above it. On the roof is a set-back attic 
storey, and originally there was a garden court here. The longer Edward Street elevation is of 
a similar design, although the entrance (which gave access to the tenants' lobby) is more 
modest and flanked by pilasters. 
 
 
 
The Queen Street entrance leads into an impressive vestibule, with marble stairs and walls, 
and a coffered barrel-vault ceiling. A very fine doorway leads into the insurance chamber, of 
which the mezzanine floor (with its bronze balustrade) and the fine plasterwork of the column 
capitals and beamed ceilings still survive, as do the large round-headed bronze windows. The 
dados and counters in Queensland maple have been removed.  
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The Edward Street entrance opens into a lobby which gave access, via lifts and stairways, to 
the tenanted upper floors. Also on the ground floor was the manager's office, with 
particularly fine panelled wainscoting in Queensland maple and a gold marble fireplace. Most 
of the floor-space above the mezzanine level was let to tenants, with the exception of the top 
floor. 
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Manager's office 
 
Standing on a corner, with a lane off Edward Street to the rear, the building was well lit and 
ventilated. However there were also two light wells, and although the planned air-
conditioning system had been deleted as an economy, a system of ducted ventilation using 
large fans was installed.  
 
During the Second World War the AMP building was used as the headquarters of the 
American general, Douglas MacArthur, and it has since been renamed MacArthur Chambers 
in his honour. In 1978 the AMP moved to their new 35-storey building, AMP Place, at 10 
Eagle Street, which was designed by Peddle Thorp & Walker. MacArthur Chambers is now a 
retail space at ground level, with residential apartments above. A museum on level 8 is 
devoted to the war-time history of the building and preserves some original fittings, including 
the AMP board room, which MacArthur used as his office. It was fitted out with a dado of 
Queensland maple, a white marble fireplace and a parquetry floor. 
 
 
Board room 
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Original Name: State Government Building, Anzac Square 
Years Constructed: 1931-33 (units 1 and 2); 1934-36 (unit 3) 
Location: 198 Adelaide Street (cnr Edward Street), Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Queensland Public Works Department under Andrew B. Leven 
Builder: Albert Herbert Mason (units 1 and 2); unit 3 by day labour. 
Number of Floors: 7 
Literature: 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 28 July 1933, late city edition, p.7. 
Building (Sydney), 12 August 1933, p.14-25 & cover. 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 5 May 1936, city final edition, p.10. 
Plans in Queensland State Archives, series ID 1162, item ID 586091-586096, 586120-
586168, 586351-586358. 
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The Brisbane city block bounded by Edward, Adelaide, Creek and Ann Streets was a site of 
considerable building activity during the inter-war years. It was also a site of memory and 
contention, because the city's official war memorial, Anzac Square, stands at the centre of 
this block. The name "Anzac Square" was first used in 1916 in a report to the state 
government proposing a war memorial in Brisbane. In 1920 a committee was formed to 
develop the proposal, and it recommended the use of the whole block in front of the Central 
Railway Station.  
 
Central Station was seen, with dubious validity even then, as the entrance to the city, and 
therefore the area in front of it was considered a suitably prominent site for the memorial. 
The southern end (fronting Edward Street) of this large city block was owned by the state 
government and housed a fire station and a primary school. Adjoining this to the north was a 
strip of Commonwealth land containing military facilities, including a drill hall. The northern 
end of the block (fronting Creek Street) was owned by the Presbyterian Church.  
 
The contentious question was how much of this block to devote to the memorial. In the years 
immediately following the First World War the memory of the huge sacrifices of the 
Australian troops loomed large, and the returned servicemen's association (and much of 
public opinion) favoured using the whole block as a memorial. However to many bureaucrats 
and politicians this viewpoint seemed extreme. The state and federal governments agreed to 
cede only some of their land, and so create a central strip running from Ann to Adelaide 
Street, in front of the main entrance to the station.  
 
 
1922 plan for development of Anzac Square 
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At an early stage it was suggested that both governments should erect large office buildings 
on either side of the central square, to create a monumental public space. There was an 
obvious need to co-ordinate these projects, and as early as 1922 the prime minister and the 
Queensland premier were in correspondence on the matter. On 12 September 1923 the federal 
minister for works and railways wrote to the premier, explaining that 
 
… this Department is anxious that the design of the Federal building will commend itself to 
your Department in order that when the time comes for the Queensland Government to begin 
erection of its future buildings on the opposite side of the new 200-foot wide Avenue to be 
erected in front of the centre of the Railway Station the same design, particularly as regards 
masses and salient horizontal lines of its architecture, may be adopted … This Department's 
Chief Architect [John S. Murdoch] has given some study to what may probably be found to 
be a convenient building plan for adoption on the State site and the plan of the proposed 
Federal building has been influenced accordingly.1 
 
 
The design which was accepted as a basic concept for the development on both sides of the 
square was typical of the Stripped Classical style which J.S. Murdoch favoured at this time. 
Further examples can be seen in the design of the Central Automatic Telephone Exchange in 
Elizabeth Street and the Commonwealth Bank in Queen Street (see the descriptions above of 
both these buildings). However it was understood that the Queensland Public Works 
Department's architects would devise their own detailed plans for the state's buildings. One 
major point of difference which emerged was the decision of the state government to 
introduce shop fronts (with awnings) at the ground level of its buildings, to provide revenue 
to help finance the project. 
 
Debate about the project rumbled on for some years, but finally in 1928 an architectural 
competition was held for the design of the central memorial, and the plans of the Sydney 
architects S.H. Buchanan and F.M. Cowper were selected. In October of that year the state 
and federal governments signed a formal agreement, ceding land for the square and agreeing 
to erect complementary buildings on either side. Planning of the state buildings now began in 
earnest. 
 
                                                 
1 National Archives of Australia, Brisbane, J618, 1923/2628, item 2035118. 
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By early 1931 the plans were complete. Construction of the first two units commenced later 
that year and continued until 1933, using the standard method of a steel-frame with 
reinforced concrete floors and roof. Unit 2 was a seven-storey building right on the corner of 
Adelaide and Edward Streets, and was occupied by the State Government Insurance Office 
(SGIO), who moved there from their old premises in the State Savings Bank building (see 
above). Unit 1, for the Public Curator's office, was adjacent, fronting Edward Street, but 
because of the upward slope of Edward Street it was one storey lower, and the ground floor 
of Unit 1 corresponded to the second level of Unit 2. 
 
 
 
First floor plan, showing arcade off Edward Street, and adjacent light courts 
 
 
There was a light court opening off the street, between the two units. There were further 
embryonic light courts on the outer sides of the new buildings, erected in anticipation of the 
additional units to come. At the rear was a courtyard which would become a central court 
when the whole complex was complete. A driveway with cast-iron gates gave access to this 
courtyard from Adelaide Street. There were shopfronts in Adelaide Street, and a shopping 
arcade opened off Edward Street. A steel-framed, copper-sheeted awning, with embossed 
decoration, was wrapped around the street elevations, and stepped upwards as it ascended 
Edward Street. 
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The lower two floors (from the level of Adelaide Street) were faced in Helidon freestone, 
with banded rustication, on a granite base. A string course separated them from the upper 
levels, whose brick curtain walls were rendered in imitation of the treatment of the lower 
floors. The spandrels between the large steel windows were simply decorated in low relief, 
but there was a balcony at the top level, and a large bracketed cornice above that.  
 
 
 
Internally, the most impressive space was the insurance chamber opening off Adelaide Street, 
decorated in Ulam marble and Queensland timbers. The Queensland coat of arms was worked 
into the vitrified tile floor. The corridors, vestibules and stairways at the lower levels were 
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lined to dado height in marble, with mosaic tile floors. A more economical terrazzo was used 
for the upper floors. The street frontages, light wells and courtyard allowed plenty of natural 
lighting and ventilation, and there was also a system of ducted ventilation using large fans.   
 
 
 
 
The staff who had to work in these buildings were not entirely satisfied with their new 
surroundings. Their union complained that the lifts were hidden away down passages, that the 
lavatories were placed directly opposite the lift doors, and that the sound-proofing was 
inadequate. They had vainly hoped that such a large new building would be air-conditioned.2 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 Malcolm I. Thomis and Murdoch Wales, From SGIO to Suncorp (Brisbane: Suncorp Insurance and Finance, 
1986), p.86-7. 
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The third unit, to house the Railways Department, was built in 1934-36, and completed the 
Adelaide Street façade and provided the first section of the façade to Anzac Square. It was 
the first unit of the complex to be air-conditioned.  
 
Work on Unit 4, adjacent to Unit 3 and facing Anzac Square, commenced in 1940 but had to 
be mothballed during the war. It was finally opened in 1948. The two remaining units, facing 
Ann Street, were not completed until 1960. 
 
By the 1960s the SGIO needed new accommodation, and a 25-storey building was erected for 
them on the corner of Turbot and Albert Streets. Designed by Conrad and Gargett, it opened 
in October 1970. In 1988 Conrad and Gargett also designed an unusual renovation of the 
Edward Street arcade of the State Government Offices building, incorporating a trompe l'oeil 
mural which was demolished in a subsequent refurbishment.3 
 
In the early 1980s, Post Office Square was created on the other side of Adelaide Street, 
between Anzac Square and the General Post Office. As part of this project, elevated 
walkways were erected across Adelaide Street to Ann Street, partly obscuring the facades of 
both the State and Commonwealth office buildings. 
 
In 1997 Forrester Kurts purchased the whole State Government Offices complex for $18 
million. Their redevelopment of the buildings into a serviced apartment hotel, commercial 
premises, a retail arcade and luxury units won several awards after its completion in 2000. As 
part of this project, the central courtyard was roofed over and it is now a busy thoroughfare 
providing access from Edward Street to Central Station, through what is now called the 
Anzac Square Building. 
 
                                                 
3 Architecture Australia, vol.77, no.5 (July 1988), p.43. 
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Original Name: Shell House 
Years Constructed: 1932-33 
Location: 301 Ann Street, Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Hall and Phillips 
Builder: Stuart Brothers 
Number of Floors: 7 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 15 March 1932, p.12. 
Brisbane Courier, 17 June 1933, p.18. 
Building (Sydney), 12 September 1933, p.23-27. 
Fiona Gardiner, "Shell House," in Kimberley Wilson (ed.), Brisbane Art Deco: 
Stories of Our Built Heritage (Brisbane: Jubilee Studio, 2015), p.56-63. 
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The inter-war years saw a rapid growth in car ownership throughout Australia, and in the use 
of motorised transport generally, although horse-drawn drays could still be seen in the streets 
of Brisbane in the early 1950s. The companies which supplied the fuel for the proliferating 
new vehicles were expanding and making healthy profits. One of the largest of these was the 
Shell Company of Australia, a firm of British origin which had established its first Australian 
operation in Melbourne in 1900. 
 
In the late 1920s the Shell Company drew up plans for a series of new office buildings for the 
Australian capital cities. Each was unique, but they were all large structures which would 
provide both accommodation for the company as well as attractive office space for rental. 
With the onset of the Great Depression, the company reviewed these plans and decided to 
proceed, arguing that building costs would be low because of the downturn, and that these 
buildings were still good investment prospects in the long-term. 
 
The seven-storey Brisbane building was designed by the local firm of Hall and Phillips. 
Thomas R. Hall had been involved in the design of Ascot Chambers and the O.K. Building 
(for both of which, see above). He had taken Lionel B. Phillips into his employment in 1924, 
and offered him a partnership in 1929. It was Phillips who was mainly responsible for the 
design of Shell House, and it was perhaps appropriate that, in his design for a company 
associated with the fast, modern world of the motor car, he turned to the vibrant new style 
which we now call Art Deco.  
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Externally the building is not overly flamboyant, but it is certainly colourful. At ground level 
it was faced with red granite from Upper Cedar Creek, near Samford, with finely etched 
patterning above and below the openings and on the pilasters. At the upper levels it is clad in 
locally manufactured Benedict stone, in its typical pink shade, derived from the Brisbane tuff 
from which it was made. (For more information on Benedict stone, see the Colonial Mutual 
Life Building, above.) As a manufactured and cast stone, Benedict stone was ideal for 
repetitive ornamentation, as can be seen in the balconettes, spandrels, fluted pilasters, string 
courses and cornices of Shell House. 
 
  
 
At ground level were shop fronts and the main entrance, which led through a vestibule (also 
walled in Benedict stone) to an exuberantly colourful lift-lobby (still largely intact). The 
lobby has a terrazzo floor, with marble dados and fluted marble pilasters on the walls. Marble 
steps with a wrought-iron balustrade lead to the upper floors. The glass lift doors have 
elaborate and colourful leadlights. (For photographs of the lifts see Part One, above.) The 
beamed ceiling features decorative plasterwork. The joinery is in Queensland maple. The first 
and second levels were let as shops and offices, and the upper floors were used by the Shell 
Company. Rubbish chutes and mail chutes were supplied on the upper floors. 
 
103 
 
 
 
The building was constructed on a steel frame, which was erected in a mere seven weeks. The 
reinforced concrete floors incorporated hollow flooring blocks to create a light floor slab, the 
first of its kind in Brisbane. With an alley on one side and a garden on the other, the light 
courts on both sides were almost superfluous, and the architects rightly boasted of the 
generous natural light and ventilation. The lane at the rear gave access to the basement 
garage. 
 
 
 
In 1997 the building was converted into apartments. 
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Original Name: Commonwealth Government Offices, Anzac Square 
Years Constructed: 1934-36 
Location: 232 Adelaide Street, Brisbane 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Commonwealth Department of Works and Railways, under John S. Murdoch. 
Builder: Albert Herbert Mason 
Number of Floors: 7 
Literature: 
Brisbane Courier, 7 October 1927, p.7. 
Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, 10 July 1934, p.9-10. 
Brisbane Courier, 17 July 1934, p.15. 
Original 1923 plans in National Archives of Australia, Brisbane Office, series J2774. 
Revised plans 1934 in National Archives of Australia, Brisbane Office, series J2774; 
and Canberra Office series A6134. 
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For the early history of the Anzac Square project, and the decision to erect complementary 
state and commonwealth government office buildings on either side of the memorial square, 
see the information on the State Government Building, Anzac Square, above. 
 
 
Early five-storey plan, 1922 
 
A report by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works in July 
1921 supported the project, and the architects in the Commonwealth Department of Works 
prepared initial plans for a five-storey building, extending from Adelaide Street to Ann 
Street. It was similar to the final plan, although a little more elaborate, with giant columns 
flanking some of the windows at the upper levels. The light courts, with the lift towers behind 
them, were already envisaged. A memo dated 10 April 1922 from the Commonwealth 
director general of works (Percy T. Owen) to the Commonwealth works director for 
Queensland noted that the site was too narrow for a central light area, but "areas let in from 
the street (or in this case, the square) will afford perfect light" and that "by these indented 
areas, probably a building very interesting in appearance will be secured." 
 
In a later memo of 19 August the director general proposed porphyry or granite as facing on 
the ground floor, with plastered brick above, "unless the State Government wishes to adopt 
brick and stone." The Queensland works director replied on 1 September that "so far, in 
Brisbane no public building of any standing has been erected with plaster front, and it is 
questionable whether the new Commonwealth offices should be carried out in this manner 
above the ground."1 
 
In a statement to Federal Parliament in August the following year, the responsible minister 
conceded that the building was "considerably in excess of the initial requirements, but it may 
be found advisable to provide a structure of this size even if portions of it have to be let 
pending expansion of the Commonwealth Government requirements."2 By the following 
                                                 
1 National Archives of Australia, Brisbane Office, J618, 1923/2628, item 2035118. 
2 Commonwealth Hansard, 24 August 1923. 
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month the architects were producing plans for a seven-storey building, which became the 
basis for the concept accepted by the State Government as the model for future development 
of Anzac Square. This concept is generally attributed to John S. Murdoch, the chief architect 
for the Federal Government. 
 
However the project remained on the drawing board. This was partly because of the 
continuing debate about the size of the memorial square, but concerns about the excess of 
space in the building were also a hindrance to implementation. In May 1927 the 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Committee of Public Works held hearings in Brisbane at 
which this problem was discussed. In September 1930 it was suggested that the 
Commonwealth Bank buy the land and erect a suitable building, acceptable to the state 
government, and the Commonwealth would then rent office space in the bank building. In 
August 1931 the bank withdrew from this plan. 
 
In 1932, as a compromise, it was proposed to erect just a section of the building, at the 
Adelaide Street end. By this time the state offices were under construction, and on 23 June 
1933 the Queensland premier, William Forgan Smith, wrote to the prime minister, urging the 
Commonwealth "to begin its share of the undertaking," especially as in the difficult climate 
of the economic depression, such a project "would tend considerably to alleviate the 
unemployment at present existing in the building and allied trades."3 
 
Clearly the time was ripe, and in September 1933 federal cabinet approved the project. It was 
then proposed that the section to be erected should be at the Ann Street end of the block, but 
the principal designing architect argued for the construction of the Adelaide Street end, and 
this view prevailed. In July 1934 the tender of Albert Mason was accepted and work began. 
 
 
Revised 1934 plan: elevation to Anzac Square 
                                                 
3 National Archives of Australia, Brisbane Office, J56, QL337 PART 1D, item 337982. 
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Like the state offices across the square, the Commonwealth offices are of steel-frame and 
reinforced-concrete construction. They stand on a granite plinth, with a facing of Helidon 
freestone in banded rustication at the first two levels, and brick walls above that, rendered to 
match the lower levels. The Commonwealth building has no shop fronts or awning, but it is 
otherwise very similar to the state building, with a string course above the second level and 
balconies at the highest level, all topped with a prominent bracketed cornice. Close inspection 
reveals that the finish of the Commonwealth building is superior to that of its counterpart, 
with (for example) cable mouldings around the doors and some other low-relief sculptural 
adornment.  
 
 
 
The bronze-sheeted entry doors survive, and the Adelaide Street entrance closest to Creek 
Street gives access to a lift lobby panelled in marble and originally floored in mosaic tiles. 
The corridors of the upper levels are paved in terrazzo. A second lift is situated at the back of 
the light court, and is surrounded by the only set of stairs provided in the original design. 
With an alleyway on the side of the building towards Creek Street, it was possible to provide 
at least some natural lighting from all sides. The brass letter chutes survive. 
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Third floor plan 
 
In the early 1980s, Post Office Square was created on the other side of Adelaide Street, 
between Anzac Square and the General Post Office. As part of this project, elevated 
walkways were erected across Adelaide Street to Ann Street, partly obscuring the facades of 
both the state and Commonwealth office buildings. 
 
 
 
During the original planning of the Commonwealth building, the possibility of acquiring the 
land at the rear, fronting onto Creek Street, was canvassed and dismissed. The bureaucrats 
failed to anticipate the rapid expansion in the responsibilities of the federal government in the 
years after the Second World War. The building which occupied the remainder of the 
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Adelaide Street frontage, up to Creek Street, was Terrica House, a two-storey brick block of 
shops and offices erected in 1925-26 to a design of Richard Gailey junior, with a further two 
storeys added in 1937. Soon after the war the federal government purchased Terrica House 
and turned it into an annexe of the Commonwealth office building, by erecting crossings at 
the upper levels to connect the two. The Commonwealth eventually acquired all the 
properties between Anzac Square and Creek Street. In 1948 a proposal was made to complete 
the Commonwealth office building through to Ann Street, but this never eventuated. 
 
In 1968 the Federal Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works approved the 
construction of a seventeen-storey office block at 295 Ann Street, on the corner of Creek 
Street, adjacent to the old Commonwealth offices and Terrica House. The custodians of 
Anzac Square were angered that this building overshadowed the war memorial, and they felt 
that it betrayed the Federal government's original commitment to the layout of the square and 
its surroundings. 
 
Terrica House was demolished in 1990 and in its place the government erected the 25-storey 
Terrica Place to house the Australian Taxation Office. It was completed in 1996, and 
designed to be sympathetic to the old Commonwealth office building. To achieve this, the 
first seven levels of the Adelaide Street façade were faced so as to mimic the older building.  
 
 
A sympathetic neighbour? 
Commonwealth Offices (1934-36, left) and Terrica Place (completed 1996, right) 
 
In 1998 the Heine Management Group acquired all the Commonwealth properties between 
Anzac Square and Creek Street. The original building, now known as the Anzac Building, 
has been refurbished as office accommodation. 
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Original Name: Nurses' Quarters, Brisbane General Hospital 
Years Constructed: 1935-36 (Block 1, north); 1938-39 (Block 2, south) 
Location: Fourth Avenue, Herston 
Status: Standing 
Architect: Atkinson and Conrad in conjunction with Lange L. Powell for both blocks, but 
Block 2 completed by Conrad and Gargett. 
Builder: John Hutchinson (Block 1); Block 2 built by day labour. 
Number of Floors: 8 
Literature:  
Sunday Mail (Brisbane), 5 December 1937, p.46. 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 30 October 1939, city final edition, p.6. 
Truth (Brisbane), 5 November 1939, p.35. 
 
 
 
 
It was in 1867 that the first hospital was opened on an elevated site at Herston, just north of 
the developing town of Brisbane. As Brisbane expanded, so did the Brisbane General 
Hospital, and in the 1920s the state government undertook a major building programme to 
erect large new ward blocks along Bowen Bridge Road. In 1926 they appointed two Brisbane 
firms as joint architects for this project, Atkinson & Conrad, and Lange L. Powell. To 
facilitate cooperation in the design work, those two firms merged in 1927 to become 
Atkinson, Powell and Conrad, but the partnership was short-lived and by the end of 1931 
they were practising separately again, but still as joint architects to the Brisbane and South 
Coast Hospitals' Board.  
 
The hill above the new ward blocks, on the north side of Herston Road, was already 
developing as a residential precinct for the hospital staff. In 1896-97 the first stage of the 
Lady Lamington Nurses' Home was erected here, an L-shaped building designed by Francis 
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R. Hall (who later collaborated in the design of the AMP Building, see above) and Robin S. 
Dods. It was in a version of the Queensland vernacular style, roofed with Marseilles tiles, 
which were then new to Brisbane. The same architects designed the 1914 extension, which 
created a U-shaped building. Finally a second extension of 1930-31, designed by Atkinson, 
Powell and Conrad, created the E-shaped building which stands there today. 
 
However there was still need for additional nursing accommodation. Nurses in government 
hospitals at that time were invariably female and single, and predominantly young. They had 
to work shifts at all hours of the day and night, and few of them had transport of their own, so 
accommodation close to the wards was essential. By the 1930s hospital administrators were 
beginning to realise that they could not attract and retain the nursing staff which they needed 
without providing accommodation of a suitable standard. 
 
Space was becoming limited at the Brisbane General Hospital, so it was obvious that the only 
way to provide sufficient accommodation for the growing nursing staff was by using high-
rise construction. The first block of the new nurses' quarters was an eight-storey building, 
erected in 1935-36 at the rear of the existing Lady Lamington Home and attached to it. It was 
placed centrally, in line with the central wing of the existing E-shaped building. Although 
nominally designed by Atkinson and Conrad in conjunction with Lange L. Powell, the design 
is generally attributed to Arnold Conrad, who was the dominant figure in the planning of the 
whole Brisbane General Hospital redevelopment.  
 
 
Block 1, western elevation 
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As we have seen from the design of Craigston (above), Conrad had an affection for 
Mediterranean styles, and that is obvious in both blocks of the new nurses' quarters. There is 
nothing Mediterranean about the two lower floors, with their face-brick pilasters separated by 
large windows with rendered spandrels. However above this the white rendered upper floors 
have pilasters rising to round-headed arches, topped by a course of smaller round-headed 
windows, separated by colonettes. The parapets of the flat roofs are generously topped in 
Marseilles tiles, creating the impression of a hipped roof. The verandas, which wrap around 
three sides, reinforce the Mediterranean effect. The first (north) block has a decorative 
treatment of the western stairwell, with a screen in a branching pattern. 
 
The second block was erected in 1938-39, also of eight storeys and very similar to the first 
block. It was placed to the south, continuing the line of the southern wing of the original E-
shaped block. Both blocks were apparently of reinforced concrete construction, with brick 
walls. As with the first block, the lifts were placed at the eastern end, with a large motor room 
on the roof. 
 
The lower floors were used for communal purposes, and the individual cubicles were on the 
upper floors. Each floor was divided by a central corridor, running from the lift and stairwell 
on the eastern side to the second stairwell at the western side. The cubicles opened off this 
corridor, and each also had a timber French door opening onto a veranda. There were about 
twenty cubicles on each floor, plus a day room and bathrooms. The cubicles and corridors 
had linoleum floor coverings, with terrazzo in the bathrooms. A contemporary description of 
Block 2 tells us that each cubicle was about four metres by three metres, with brick partitions 
about two metres high. Above the partition was a gap of about 1.5 metres, and fans were used 
to drive air through this space. Clearly ventilation was achieved at the expense of privacy. 
 
 
 
As late as the 1970s, all trainee nurses were obliged to live in the nurses' quarters for their 
first year, and there was a strict 10 pm curfew for those not on night duty. However it was not 
long thereafter that buildings like this became redundant, following the introduction of 
university-level training for nurses, in combination with other changes in the demographics 
and remuneration of the nursing workforce. Many of the large nurses' blocks which were 
such a prominent feature of Queensland hospitals have been demolished.  
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Because of the obvious heritage value of the Lady Lamington complex (and notably its 
association with Robin Dods), demolition of the Herston nurses' quarters has been averted. In 
2017 Australian Unity Limited commenced a large-scale redevelopment of this section of the 
Royal Brisbane Hospital site. The project, called Herston Quarter, includes the planned 
redevelopment of the former nurses' quarters as student accommodation. 
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Original Name: Courier-Mail Building 
Years Constructed: 1935-37 
Location: 288-298 Queen Street (cnr Isles Lane), Brisbane 
Status: Demolished about 1982 
Architect: Atkinson and Conrad, in association with Stephenson and Meldrum, Melbourne. 
Builder: Kell & Rigby 
Number of Floors: 5, plus basement and two floors of tower 
Literature: 
Sunday Mail (Brisbane), 11 October 1936, p.27. 
Courier-Mail, 4 May 1937, supplement. 
Robert Riddel (ed.), Conrad Gargett, 1890-2015 (Brisbane: Conrad Gargett, 2017), 
p.74-75. 
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Brisbane's daily newspaper, the Courier-Mail, traces its history back to the establishment of 
the Moreton Bay Courier in 1846. By 1885 the Brisbane Courier was such a flourishing 
concern that it was able to erect a five-storey building on the corner of Queen and Edward 
Streets, designed by Richard Gailey senior. The Courier Building was so solidly constructed 
that it was remodelled in 1953-54 to create a new branch of the Commonwealth Bank, with a 
basement cafeteria. It was eventually demolished and replaced by a new 32-storey 
Commonwealth Bank building, designed by Conrad Gargett and opened in 1989. 
 
In 1933 the Brisbane Courier absorbed its main rival, the Daily Mail, and was renamed the 
Courier-Mail. The Daily Mail had occupied a building in Queen Street, opposite the General 
Post Office, on the corner of Isles Lane, and it was decided to demolish that building and 
erect new premises there for the Courier-Mail. 
 
The design of the new building was developed by the Brisbane firm of Atkinson and Conrad, 
in conjunction with the Melbourne firm of Stephenson and Meldrum, who had been making a 
name for themselves in the design of hospitals. Arthur Stephenson had travelled overseas in 
1927, and again in 1932-33, to study the latest developments in architecture, and he had 
become a convert to modernism. This can clearly be seen in the design of the Courier-Mail 
Building. The role of his Brisbane colleagues in the design is less obvious, although Atkinson 
and Conrad were at pains to stress that the working drawings and specifications were 
completed in their office in Brisbane.1 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, July 1937, p.2. 
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The design was controversial in Brisbane's conservative climate, and the architects defended 
it as being 
 
the first prominent example in Brisbane of the modern conception of architecture where form 
follows function without any attempt to clothe it in meaningless ornament. Relying on 
simplicity that approaches austerity, it is an exemplification of modern thought that strips 
away non-essentials and concentrates upon the choice of materials and their proper 
application.2 
 
 
It was erected on the corner of Isles Lane, and both elevations were fully developed, because 
there were already plans to demolish buildings opposite the GPO and open up a park through 
to Anzac Square. The architects wished to ensure that the new building would be a suitable 
accompaniment to such a development, but in the event it was demolished just before the 
Post Office Square finally became a reality. 
 
Construction was of reinforced concrete, with gypsum blocks inserted in the floor slabs to 
reduce the weight and improve the insulation. The ground floor was clad in polished red 
granite, and the upper floors were finished in a cream coloured cement. The upper floors had 
large stainless steel windows in pronounced horizontal rows, suggesting the ribbon windows 
of the Functionalist style. The architects insisted that "the dominant principle … is the intense 
desire to admit maximum sunshine."3 These horizontal lines were offset by the strong vertical 
lines of the tower, which rose from both street elevations.  
 
The copper entrance doors led to a vestibule lined in yellow marble from Cudgegong in New 
South Wales and with terrazzo flooring. Off the vestibule was the advertising department, 
with a marble-lined counter and walls panelled in Queensland maple. Marbled stairs led to 
the first floor where there were offices, including a board room panelled in veneered silver 
ash. The fifth level, and the two levels of the tower, accommodated the radio station 4BK, 
whose large steel mast rose from the roof of the tower. The building was air conditioned, and 
with large presses working in the basement and much of the ground floor, thick sound-
absorption panelling was used throughout. 
 
In 1963 Queensland Newspapers erected new premises at the corner of Mayne Road and 
Campbell Street, Bowen Hills, which were designed by Conrad Gargett, the firm which had 
succeeded Atkinson and Conrad. The Queen Street building was redeveloped for office 
accommodation and became the headquarters of Qantas Airways for many years, under the 
name Qantas House. It was finally demolished about 1982 to make way for the new 24-storey 
Colonial Mutual Building at 300 Queen Street, which was designed by Robin Gibson and 
Partners.  
 
 
                                                 
2 Courier-Mail, 4 May 1937, supplement, p.4. 
3 Sunday Mail (Brisbane), 11 October 1936, p.27. 
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Advertising counter and main entrance 
 
 
Board room 
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Original Name: Penneys Building 
Years Constructed: 1936-37 
Location: 210 Queen Street, Brisbane 
Status: Demolished 2002 
Architect: Atkinson and Conrad 
Builder: Stuart Brothers 
Number of Floors: 8 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Courier-Mail, 8 May 1936, p.20. 
Courier-Mail, 26 November 1936, p.23. 
Telegraph (Brisbane), 25 November 1936, city final edition, p.21, 24-25. 
 
 
 
Perspective drawing of Adelaide Street frontage 
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Penneys Limited was established in 1931. It was an offshoot of the long established trading 
and wholesaling firm, Burns Philp and Company, who had fallen upon difficult times and 
decided to open their own cut-price retail outlet. Penneys was one of the new breed of chain 
stores, where goods were displayed on counters with their prices clearly marked, so that 
customers could inspect the merchandise and serve themselves. The first Penneys stores were 
opened in country towns, and it was not until 1936 that work commenced on their eight-
storey Brisbane premises. A large block of land was acquired, permitting impressive (and 
identical) frontages to Queen and Adelaide Streets, with a side entrance through the existing 
City Buildings in Edward Street. 
 
In the design of the Penneys building the architects, Atkinson and Conrad, further explored 
the modernist principles which they had applied to the Courier-Mail Building (see above). 
Arnold Conrad would later say of these two projects that "the fronts of these buildings were 
largely self-cleansing, durable, light in maintenance costs, and, in addition to affording 
natural light and ventilation, facilitated the subdivision of the various floors."1 A steel frame 
supported the streamlined, rendered façades with their strong vertical lines, ending in fins on 
the slightly stepped parapet. It was one of the less flamboyant examples of the style which we 
now call Art Deco. 
 
 
Ground floor, near Queen Street entrance 
 
                                                 
1 Architectural and Building Journal of Queensland, June 1938, p.19. 
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The basement housed the air-conditioning plant and provided reserve storage, including cold 
storage for grocery items. The two turntables accommodated delivery lorries in a manner 
which was very economical of space. On the ground floor, the lofty ceiling concealed the air-
conditioning ducts. The goods were largely displayed on island counters (an innovation), 
panelled in maple. Refrigerated foods were sold in the area off Edward Street. There was an 
arcade of shops at the Adelaide Street entrance, but these were later demolished for 
expansion of the main store. 
 
The escalators which ascended to the second level were the first to be installed in Brisbane. 
The third level was fitted out as a café, buffet and soda fountain, all furnished in Queensland 
timbers with chromium rails and fittings. Above that were floors of offices for letting, 
accessed from lift lobbies at the Queen Street and Adelaide Street entrances, these lobbies 
being lined with black and white marble and floored in terrazzo. The offices themselves were 
fitted out in silver ash. The top floor was devoted to the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation's radio stations, 4QG and 4QR, which had formerly been accommodated on the 
roof of the State Savings Bank building (see above). 
 
 
 
In 1956 Penneys Limited was purchased by G.J. Coles & Company, one of the first of the 
Australian chain stores. Coles had not previously been much involved in food retailing, so 
their purchase of Penneys expanded their activities into an area which is today their main 
sphere of business. The Brisbane building was rebranded as a Coles building (to complement 
an existing Coles building at 166-168 Queen Street) and underwent several refurbishments, 
always remaining a popular retail space. Part of it was later redeveloped as a store for the 
Target chain of discount department stores.  
 
In 2001 the Gandel Retail Trust won approval for a large-scale redevelopment of the northern 
end of the block bounded by Queen, Edward and Adelaide Streets. Soon afterwards the Coles 
Building was demolished to make way for the new Queens Plaza complex. 
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Queen Street frontage, about 1956 
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Original Name: Dunstan House (for The Worker Newspaper Co.) 
Year Constructed: 1939 
Location: 236 Elizabeth Street, Brisbane 
Status: Demolished about 1990 
Architect: William Atkinson 
Builder: H. Sanham and Son 
Number of Floors: 9 (plus basement) 
Literature: 
Worker (Brisbane), 8 August 1939, p.1, 16, 17. 
Truth (Brisbane), 20 August 1939, p.28. 
The John Oxley Library at the State Library of Queensland holds a small collection of 
photographs of the building taken in 1990 before demolition. 
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The Worker newspaper was the venerable mouthpiece of the Australian labour movement. It 
was founded in Brisbane in 1890, under the editorship of William Lane, best remembered for 
the establishment of the New Australia colony in Paraguay in 1893. From the first, the 
Worker was funded by the embryonic labour movement in Queensland. It eventually became 
the official organ of the Queensland Branch of the Australian Labor Party and of the 
Australian Workers' Union (AWU) in Queensland. 
 
In 1912-13 a three-storey building was erected in Elizabeth Street to house the Worker. It was 
designed by Henry W. Atkinson, senior member in the partnership of Atkinson and McLay. 
When this building was effectively rebuilt in 1929-30 as a new four-storey building, the 
project was again supervised by Henry W. Atkinson, by now senior partner in Atkinson and 
Conrad. In 1937 the Worker building was renamed Dunstan House, in honour of W.J. 
Dunstan, the first branch secretary of the AWU in Queensland. Henry W. Atkinson died in 
1938, so when a further five storeys were added in 1939, the design was entrusted to his 
eldest son, William Atkinson, in a form of dynastic succession. 
 
 
Dunstan House, 1937, before extension 
with Central Automatic Telephone Exchange next door 
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Because of its complex history, the design of Dunstan House was something of a hybrid. The 
1929 design of the elder Atkinson could perhaps be described as Stripped Classical. It was 
built in reinforced concrete, and described as "not perhaps so ornate or so costly as most,"1 
and yet it was an attractive composition, with shop fronts on the ground floor under a fine 
cantilevered awning, banded rustication at the second level, a balconette at the third level, 
and the fourth level surmounted by a simple parapet decorated in low relief.  
 
The 1939 extension remodelled the façade at the third and fourth levels, to match the new 
floors added above. These had something of an Art Deco look, with very pronounced vertical 
lines, rising to a lightly decorated and slightly stepped parapet. An early perspective drawing 
shows an unusual structure resembling a bell-tower in the centre of the parapet; not 
surprisingly, it was never built.  
 
Internally the partitions were of economical fibro cement, with some use of silky oak 
panelling. It is not clear if the panelled vestibule and lift lobby dated from this period, or were 
part of the earlier structure. Convenient alleyways on the south side and at the rear allowed 
for generous natural lighting, using steel windows. There was a passenger lift, a goods lift 
and an external fire escape. Much of the extension was intended for letting.  
 
 
                                                 
1 Worker (Brisbane), 24 September 1930, p.6. 
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The Worker continued to play an important role in the Australian labour movement for many 
years, but by the early 1970s the AWU was experiencing financial difficulties, because of the 
changing nature of the Australian workforce. In 1974 it decided that it could no longer 
subsidise the Worker, and the presses at Dunstan House stopped rolling. In 1989 the AWU 
sold Dunstan House to the Kern Corporation, who were acquiring property in that area for 
their ultimately abortive 65-storey MacArthur Centre project. Dunstan House was 
demolished soon afterwards. 
 
   
